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SO REALISTIC, YOU’LL SWEAR YOU WERE THERE. The Rocky Mountains? Merely a speed bump. The Mojave Desert? 
A sandbox. The Black Forest? A flower garden. Welcome to an insanely realistic new world of offroad racing. 40 massive 
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|| TSN’s 2003 Baseball 


| 


A true web gem 
Saving yourself a 
trip to the bookstore isn’t 
the only reason to down- 
load the online version of 


| Register. You'll also save 
| money off the cover price 


and receive a Spring 
Training Update bonus. 
It’s already available at 


|| WWww.sportingnews.com/ 


books/ebooks. 
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To subscribe to The Sporting News 
call 800-777-6785. 
To purchase a TSN book or yearbook 
call 800-825-8508, Dept. TSN. 
| For subscription/delivery problems 
call 800-777-6785 or e-mail at 
sporting@neodata.com. 
To reach the TSN advertising office 
call 866-644-1886. 
To reach the TSN editorial department 
call 314-997-7111. 
To order a back issue of TSN 
call 314-993-7740. 
To order a commemorative cover 
call 800-443-1886, extension 608: 
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THIS WEEK 


Steve Francis is off 
to a career-best _ 
start, even though 
he isn’t flying 
quite as high this 
season, page 56 


))) Get the inside dish 
When you tune into 

| The Bill Parcells Show, yowl hear | 
Parcells, Will McDonough and | 
Bruce Murray highlight the 

| weekend’s biggest NFL match- 
ups with game analysis and 
strategy. You'll also get the insid- 
ers’ perspectives on the latest 

| news from around the league. 
Listen every Thursday at 5 p.m. 

| ET on Sporting News Radio or 
hear it live at http://radio. 


| Sportingnews.com/. 
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COLLEGE FOOTBALL 


6 Not quite a BMOC He has great numbers, a 
national championship in the bag and another 
one in his sights, but Miami quarterback Ken 
Dorsey can’t get any respect. 8 Insider Go 

figure: Despite Southern California’s blowout 
victory over Notre Dame, the Irish has the upper 
hand for a BCS at-large berth. Plus, the Power 
Poll, Heisman Watch and Pickin’ & Grinnin’. 


COLLEGE BASKETBALL 


New attitude With the disrespect of the past 
washed away by a national championship, 
Maryland needs a new source of motivation to 
stay on top. 14 Insider The problems facing a 
slow-starting UCLA squad should be fixed 
sooner rather than later. Plus, Bobby Cremins’ 
Coach’s Court, Scouts’ Views and more. 


18 A real silly season If we learned anything 
about Winston Cup in 2002, it was to expect the 
unexpected in 2003. 24 TSN’s 2002 NASCAR 
Awards 26 Insider Dale Earnhardt Jr. and the 
No. 8 team should have done better than an 
11th-place points finish. 


NFL 


32 Second chance How does a team plan to face 
a division rival for the second time in a season? 
Broncos coach Mike Shanahan takes TSN inside 
his preparation for a rematch with the Chargers. 
36 Insider Dan Pompei explains how the 
Packers have overcome their many injuries so 
effectively. Plus, Mike Gruttadauria’s I-formation, 
Draft Watch and more. 42 Team insiders 


NHL 


53 Insider The league needs to crack down on 
cheap hits before the retaliation gets out of 
control and more players are injured. 


56 Altered flight An inner-ear disease has 
forced the Rockets’ Steve Francis to make 

adjustments on and off the court. 

58 insider Ron Artest’s all-around play is 

fueling the Pacers’ rise. 60 Team insiders 


BASEBALL 


62 Insider A new ballpark won't erase the 
Reds’ poor management or payroll issues. 
64 Team insiders 
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TSNsights Fly, Bob Hille’s Starting 5 and more. 


Dave Kindred 
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@ Welcome to COTE, where 
we've got more leftovers than 
the Orange Bowl. 

@ Fly’s thinkin’ (shaddup!) 
about zippin’ out Nashville way 
for the winter meetings. Deals 
seem imminent (howzabout 
this junk fer that trash?), but 
they probably won't be done by 
Boston. Seems the BoSox—who 
need a closer, a first baseman, 
lots of prayer and a Wayback . 
Machine—will be at a disad- 
vantage, as some confabs 
amongst the sport’s movers and 
shakers surely will last beyond 
Theo Epstein’s bedtime. 

@ Speaking of the pastit- 
sprime, Fly’s got a holiday- 
themed poem: ’Tivas the night 
before the meetings, and all 
through the house, not a big deal 
was stirring, except for the 
Mouse; which freakin’ put its 
team up for sale and plans to 
trade two vet pitchers after win- 
ning it all; Who’s making the 
decisions around there, Goofy? 

@ Speaking of holidays, Fly’s 
Top 5, or “Things Fly’s thankful 
for this holiday season”: 

1. ESPN movies are not mandatory; 

2. Neither are Devil Rays games; 3. Randy 
Johnson doesn’t pitch in Fly’s softball 
league; 4. Fly’s never been between John 
Lynch and a football; 5. Or Najeh 
Davenport and a closet. 

1 Word up New York way is The Boss is 
making a list and checking it twice. After 
turtlenecks with extra elasticity to accom- 
modate an oversized cranium, his wish list 
includes: a) Godzilla; b) Colon; c) rewrap- 

ping Raul Mondesi‘and giving him to 
somebody else, and d) bulk dentures, 


SOUND BITES 
Bob Stelton 


Heard on the air from SPORTING NEWS RADIO program hosts: 


On the 2004 U.S. Olympic men's basketball coach: | 


|, “Il don’t see what the fuss is over Larry Brown being te 
* named head coach of Team USA for the Olympics. 
With the kind of talent Team USA has, | could coach them to 


CAUGHT ON THE FLY 


fly@sportingnews.com 


"© Hev.wny are you sti coaching the tions? 


@ The NBA season has gone to pot, 
but the NFL is flying high. This week’s 
best matchup: The Buccaneers and their 
league-best defense against Michael Vick 
and his league-best mad skills. Fly can’t 
believe his eyes when watching The 
Michael, but Fly wants to cover his ears 
when listening to Warren Sapp. Fly’s pre- 
diction: Vickons 17, Bleepaneers 10. 

@ Carson Palmer has had more ups 
and downs than Al Roker’s scale, but it 
looks like CP the QB will finish more 
than OK at USC. So what’s next? 
Draftonistas say he'll go first round, sure; 


Bill Parcells 


Don’t expect any monster deals from Epstein, the Red Sox’s new general manager. 


you ’n’ Fly know kid’s got NFL talent. A 
few years of seasoning as a scrub in The 
League and he'll be turning heads again. 
@ Finally, NASCAR folks belong in 
Manhattan like Fly belongs in The New 
Yorker, but Tony Stewart and the boys will 
get revved up in the Big Apple for the 
handing out of hardware. All the talk’ll be 
about T-Stew and how he'll handle the 
throne. Tightly is Fly’s guess. TSN 
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G Fly is online, pa-rum pum pum pum; 
he He’s at sportingnews.com pa-rum 
pum pum pum. 


On the clash between Warren Sapp and Mike Sherman: 


“tt wasn't a cheap shot. It was a a clean hit. There’s kind of an 
unwritten rule in football that you never block a guy who is obvi- 


ously out of the play. I’m not thinking for Mike Sherman, but | think his ref- 
erence was that Chad Clifton was out of the play, and that’s probably why 

(Sherman) approached Sapp. ... Coaches and players get emotional, and | 
don’t think too much should be made of it.” 


Bill Parcells can be heard 5-6 p.m. ET Thursdays. 


gold. No matter who coaches the team—Brown, Phil Jackson or 
even me—a healthy and happy Shaquille O'Neal equals a gold 
medal.” 


Bob Stelton can be heard 1-7 p.m. ET on weekends. 


BOB ILLES. 
STARTING 5 


o 


The SEC 
championship. 
“How can our 
winner not be in the 
Fiesta Bowl?” is the 
third-most asked 
question in the 
conference ... right 
after, “How many 
scholarships?” and 
“How long?” 


2 


Goal posts. You 
want to protect 
them? Don’t use 
pepper spray, use a 
six-word announce- 
ment: “Free beer in 
the student center.” 


3) 


Warren Sapp. To 
prove all's forgiven, 
Mike Sherman sent 
him a deerskin coat 
and an antler hat and 
invited him up after 
the football season. 


O 


The NASCAR 
banquet. Winston 
Cup goes upscale 
with the black-tie 
affair in Manhattan. 
Where else can you 
hear, “I'd suggest 
the Pinot Grigio with 
the Moon Pie”? 


5) 


Winter Meetings. 
New Red Sox G.M. 
Theo Epstein, 28, is 
young but aims to 
prove he’s tough 
next week in 
Nashville. By God, 
when he says don’t 
call his room during 
SpongeBob, he 
means it. 
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e weren't willing to 
give three hours 
out of our busy 
schedules to the 
NHL, and neither 
was Disney when it 
got a basketball 
jones (read: NBA contract). This 
season’s 71 NHL exposures on 
ESPN/ESPN2 are 45 percent fewer 
than two years ago; ABC has only 
five games scheduled. 

But if the games were running 
closer to 2% hours, would you 
shoot the puck? 

Due largely to new no-loitering 
face-off rules, 15 minutes have been 
painlessly shaved—meaning it takes less time to watch 
NHL start-to-finish than NFL, MLB, NASCAR and 
even the NBA on occasion, and it’s less painful to tele- 
vise. Fox Sports Net affiliates that were allotting three 
hours to hometown teams now are scheduling win- 
dows that are 30 minutes smaller, and Kiefer 
Sutherland and ESPN are enthusiastically promoting 
this week’s return of Hockey Night in America (now 
on Thursdays). “I don’t know anybody who doesn’t 
like the change,” says ESPN analyst Bill Clement. 

Rule changes—rammed through last summer by 
marketing-savant commissioner Gary Bettman and 
NHL COO Jon Litner, former head of program- 
ming at ABC—were patterned after the sport’s 
Olympic version, which received critical acclaim for 
“flow.” Targeted were faceoffs, notorious for dead 


FRITZ QUINDT / REMOTE PATROL 


fquindt@ sportingnews.com 


NHL apts for quick fix 


New rules make hockey more 
fun to watch on television. 


air: Now the visiting team has five 
seconds to get its selected players 
on the ice, then the home team has 
eight seconds, then the referee - 
drops the puck five seconds later, 
ready or not. 

Hockey trying to perform the 
minute waltz in 54.5 seconds defies 
bigger-is-better TV convention, 
supersized Friends and two-hour 
football pregames. Bully. “If we were 
getting the same amount of enter- 
tainment in 15 less minutes, that'd 
be great—but it’s actually better,” 
coos Clement, a 12-year NHL 
veteran. “The athletes enjoy the 
tempo more. With the stoppages we 
had, teams stalling between faceoffs, it ground players’ 
brains into a coma. Now the play is better on the ice, 
and everyone enjoys a better product.” 

The price: There’s less time to show replays, some 
of them relevant. And frequently faceoffs occur 
before a 30-second commercial break ends. “At 
some point we will miss a goal,” says Clement. 

Hockey still has reception problems south of the 
Canadian border. Fox Sports Net viewership is off 
3 percent; ESPN2’s Nielsens are so low the network 
counts them to the hundredth of a rating point. But 
you have to respect the NHL. It identified a concern 
and made a quick fix—unlike, oh, baseball, which after 
years of angst/discussion/task forces over speeding up 
play is mired in four-hour-long World Series games. 
“That sport is stubborn,” Clement says. TSN 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


STATIC 


B Yo ESPN raps! But does that deserve 
props in an NBA production? You can be 
down wid ESPN2’s Fast Break Tuesdays 
wraparound with Kevin Frazier-Tim 
Legler-Sean Elliott, or say Bill Walton is da 
freak when he’s not in a three-man 
announce team, like TNT’s. And Stuart 
Scott's freestylin’ (whether the player is 
Steve Smith or Zydrunas Ilgauskas, he 
calls ’em “Dog”) is da bomb. But it’s too 
bad such woofing implodes the 
Wednesday Shootaround into unintelligi- 
ble shrapnel that even closed-captioning 
can’t fix. Then there’s Tim Hardaway, 
ESPN's hip-hop equivalent to Eric 
Dickerson, although Dickerson tried to 
speak English. Cap on this Hardaway 
highlight, a sanitized version of his on- 
court trash talk: “The Mavericks ain’t beat 
nobody. We on’t (sic) know if dey real or 
unreal.” Translation: His delivery and 
analysis ain’t in Charles Barkley’s league. 


@ The buzz: In lieu of “flex schedules” 
—.e., switching attractive late-season 
afternoon games to prime time—the NFL 
may schedule multiple games on Sunday 
and Monday nights. 


@ Vital stats: In a Salon.com column 
intended to illuminate his exit from ESPN 
five years ago, Keith Olbermann offers 
five retractions and mea culpas, plus one 
flat-out “I’m sorry,” for napalming bridges 
at The Worldwide Leader. 

B Do not adjust your set: Phyllis 
George, pregame queen emeritus, had a 
Thanksgiving walk-on at Fox NFL 
Sunday. (Et tu, Brent and Irv?) —FQ. 
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‘THEY STAND IN LINE For Hours 
To Get A BASEBALL SIGNED. 


THEY DRINK Vc. It’s WHat MEN Do: 


Enjoy our quality responsibly. It’s what men do. Visit our website at www.vowhisky.com 
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en Dorsey pulls off his shoulder pads, 
tosses them to the ground and takes a seat 
near the practice field. He tries to get 
comfortable, but the cold metal bleacher 
doesn’t allow it. The conversation makes 
him even more restless. How many times 
must he defend himself against the crit- 
ics? He knows his supposed deficiencies better than 
top-ranked Miami’s playbook, and he rattles them 
off as easily as he calls an audible: He lacks arm 
strength, mobility and accuracy. He gets rattled under 
pressure. He’s a product of a system that just about 
anyone could run. And he’s far from the best player in 
the country. In fact, some say Dorsey isn’t even the 
best player in his own backfield. Throw in talk about 
the Heisman Trophy, and Dorsey starts squirming. 

“Believe me,” he says, “I want to cuss out some 
guys sometimes.” 

He holds back; he will continue to state his case 
on the field. Dorsey already owns several Big East 
passing records and just about every school mark, 
eclipsing former Miami greats Jim Kelly, Bernie 
Kosar, Vinny Testaverde, Steve Walsh, Craig 
Erickson and Gino Torretta along the way. Even 
more impressive is Dorsey’s 37-1 record as a 
starter—which includes a 33-game winning streak, 
with victories over 11 ranked teams, that spans 
nearly 27 months. And the Hurricanes are one win 
from playing for another national championship. “I 
don’t know how anyone can be critical of the man,” 
Pittsburgh coach Walt Harris says. “The bottom line 
is all about winning.” 

Is it? Dorsey might not seduce anyone with his 
skills or his stylishness, but he has more wins than 
any quarterback in school history and more than any 
other quarterback in the country—and who could 
question him for that? Almost everyone, it seems. 

Is that fair? Is it fair that a 21-year-old isn’t enjoy- 
ing his Heisman candidacy enough to be sure he 
even wants to win the award? Says Dorsey: “I’m ina 
situation right now where nothing is going to be 
good enough.” 

Dorsey’s detractors are nothing new. Just days 
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Miami quarterback KEN DORSEY almost 
never loses—yet he can’t get critics off 
his back By Mark Lonc 


| passes for 718 yards with nine 


before the start of last season, he stood in front of 
reporters, reached into his shorts pocket and pulled 
out a story he had clipped carefully from a news- 
paper. Dorsey highlighted the headline for 
emphasis: “Miami QB impressive 
against lesser opponents.” He 
carried it around all week 
and used it for extra moti- 
vation. The critiques are 
easier to find nowadays, 
and some of them even 
come from Hurricanes 
fans. But why? 

Maybe it’s a Canes 
thing—or maybe it’s that 
Dorsey isn’t enough of a 
"Canes thing. The school has a 
long tradition of bold, brash, 
brazen, defiant, flamboyant, in-your- 
face, trash-talking playmakers who 
racked up as many personal fouls as big plays. Dorsey 
is a fiery competitor who often taunts defensive line- 
men after hard hits, sacks or touchdowns, but he’s 
hardly Warren Sapp, Ray Lewis, Michael Irvin or one 
of the Blades brothers. 

Dorsey has a cat, cuddles with his girlfriend 
and chose No. 11 because he liked its symmetry, 
He carries candy around in his pockets, 
admits to being a mama's boy and rarely goes 
out with teammates, instead spending most 
of his spare time playing video games in 
his room. 

Maybe Dorsey set the bar too high 
when he completed 70 percent of his 


Dorsey is 37-1 as a starter 

and has Miami one win from 
a chance at a second straight 
national title, but he isit a 
Heisman favorite because 
many consider him just an 
average quarterback. 


touchdowns and an interception in’ three 

starts as a freshman in 1999. Syracuse’s Paul 

Pasqualoni is one of only two Big East coach- 

és who has faced Dorsey four times—all loss- 

e5. Dorsey’s second career start came against 

the Orangemen, and on the first play from 

scrimmage, he completed an 18-yard out pass 

© to Santana Moss though star cornerback Will 
Allen was draped all over Moss. 

“He threw it in the only spot he could 
have thrown it for Santana Moss to catch 
it, Pasqualoni recalls. “He has been terrific 

ever since, You can have great talent, but if 

you don't have a great quarterback, a 

tremendous competitor, a guy who 

knows the game, you're not going to win 
the number of games this team has won. 

T don’t know what else you want.” 

/ a better every year by developing 
a stronger arm, improving his 

touch and adding muscle to his scrawny, 
6-5 frame. Dorsey says he has done those 
things, though it’s hard to tell. He still 
refuses to take his shirt off at the beach and 
noticeably is missing each year in the team’s 
annual “Men of Miami” photo, in which the 
players pose shirtless on South Beach for a 
poster. 

Not counting bowls, Dorsey threw 25 touchdown 

passes and five interceptions as a sophomore and 23 
touchdown passes and nine interceptions last season; 
this season, he has 24 touchdown passes and nine 
interceptions. Each season, his completion percentage 
has dropped. Dorsey says defenses are playing the 
Hurricanes differently, trying to take away deep pass- 
es, quick strikes and big plays and force them to put 
together longer, more run-oriented drives. 

Another explanation, one Dorsey doesn’t like to 
use as an excuse, is the talent Miami has funneled to 
the NFL. Think about it: The Hurricanes sent 12 
offensive starters to the league the past three years, 
including first-round picks Bryant McKinnie, Jeremy 


any people thought Dorsey would 
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Shockey, Moss, Reggie Wayne and Bubba Franks. 
Though Miami reloaded with future first-rounders 
such as receiver Andre Johnson, tight end Kellen 
Winslow Jr. and tackle Vernon Carey, there has been 
a drop-off around Dorsey, albeit ever so slight. 

So is the criticism of Dorsey unjust? Not entirely. 
One NFL player personnel director says Dorsey 
probably will not be selected in the first three rounds 
of the draft in April. “He’s had very good awareness; 
he knows where to go with the ball, the personnel 
director says. “He’s athletic for his size. He can move 
around in the pocket. The biggest question is his 
arm strength, but that can improve because he can 
add bulk to his frame. He’s a skinny player who has 
a chance to add some strength.” 

But also important: “He has won a lot of games 
for them,” the personnel director says. “There’s a lot 
of guys in the league who may not have all the phys- 
ical attributes as far as a rocket arm or something 
like that, but they end up doing well because they 
rely on their smarts. Intangibles are big, especially at 
the quarterback position.” 

Miami’s coaches believe Dorsey reads defenses 
better than anyone else at the college level and 
almost always gets the Hurricanes in the right play. 
They don’t hesitate to call him their most valuable 
player—the only one they couldn't replace. And 
that’s why the Hurricanes are backing him, not run- 
ning back Willis McGahee, for the Heisman. 

“T really would love to win it,” Dorsey says, “but at 
the same time, the first question would be, ‘How’s it 
feel to win the Heisman Trophy?’ The second ques- 
tion would be, “What do you say to those who say 
somebody else should have won the award?” Now I 
have to justify myself for winning an award some- 
body else gave to me. It’s a never-ending cycle. Half 
of me says I can go without that heartache.” 


Clearly, the criticism has affected Dorsey, but it | 


hasn't affected his play. Drenched in sweat and sit- 
ting on the metal bench, he knows he might never 
prove the critics wrong—even if he keeps winning, 


TSN 


Mark Long is a sporiswriter who covers University 
of Miami football. 


The question is vexing as | stare 
down at my blank Heisman ballot: 
Who should win? The ballot isn't 
due back to Deloitte & Touche until 
December 11, but if | were voting 
now, my No. 1 would be Miami run- 
ning back Willis McGahee. 

My others, in order, are lowa 


quarterback Brad Banks, Penn State 2 
running back Larry Johnson, USC = = 
quarterback Carson Palmer and 2 
Colorado running back Chris Brown. =) 
McGahee—not quarterback Ken 
Dorsey—has been the offensive 


centerpiece of the unbeaten and No. 1-ranked Hurricanes. 


McGahee, a sophomore, has had great success working 
behind a line that has broken in four new starters. Some 
of his best games Game when Miami was in danger of 
losing—against Pitt (159 yards) and Rutgers (187). And 
understand this: McGahee’s running sets up Dorsey's 
passing; it's not the other way around. 

McGahee is the man, but he has forces working 
against him, the biggest being the vote-splitting reality of 
his relationship to Dorsey. Here is how | see the break- 
down for the six Heisman voting regions. 


NORTHEAST: Johnson. 
MID-ATLANTIC: Johnson. 
SOUTH: Dorsey/NMcGahee. 

SOUTHWEST: Brown, 
MIDWEST: Banks. 


The furious manner in which Johnson, a senior, 
finished the season and the fact that he eclipsed the 
magical 2,000-yard rushing barrier make him a tough 
candidate to beat. If he isn’t No. 1 on most ballots, 
Johnson will be No. 2 or No. 3 more than any other 
candidate. 

Johnson will win it, but McGahee should. 

—Tom Dienhart 


DECEMBER 9, 2002 


7 


i It appears 
Virginia will get 
hosed in the bowl 
process. The Cavs 
finished the sea- 
son with a loss at 
Virginia Tech, but 
they finished 
second in the ACC. 
Still, the Cavs 
might fall all the 
way to the 
Continental Tire 
Bowl. Meanwhile, 
NC State (Gator) 
and Maryland 
(Peach) will have 
better postseason 
fates, and Clemson 
(Tangerine) also 
figures to. FYI: 
Virginia beat all of 
those teams. 

B® Stop complain- 
ing about Florida 
State and its four 
losses playing ina 
BCS game. Yes, 
FSU will be the 
worst team to get 
a BCS bid since 
the system was 
implemented in 
1998. But rules 
are rules: If a team 
wins a Big Six 
conference title, it 
gets a BCS bid. 
So, get off the 
Seminoles’ back. 


@ Any Heisman 
voters who sack 
lowa quarterback 
Brad Banks’ candi- 
dacy because of a 
case of “out of 
sight, out of mind,” 
are out of their 
minds. Yes, Banks’ 
regular season 
ended November 
16, but his creden- 
tials should stand 
no matter when 
his season ended. 
Shame on voters 
who have short- 
term loss of long- 
term memory. 


noticed, 


TOM DIENHART 


tdienhart@ sportingnews.com 


Fairness isn’t part of BCS equation 


f it walks like a BCS 
team and talks like a 
BCS team, it must be a 
BCS team. And 
Southern California 
sure looked and sound- 
ed like one after its 44- 
13 thumping of Notre Dame. 
I hope the BCS bigwigs 


Really, I’m afraid those 
bowl execs closed their eyes, 
covered their ears and 
clenched their jaws tighter 
with each USC score last 
Saturday night. See no Notre 
Dame blowout, hear no 
Notre Dame blowout, speak 
no Notre Dame blowout. 
Hey, anything to avoid this 
reality: Notre Dame isn’t bet- 
ter than USC, which, along 
with Iowa, is the Irish’s com- 
petition for the two at-large 
BCS bow! slots. 

“We respected our oppo- 
nent by bringing our best,” 
says USC safety Troy 
Polamalu, whosé team’s cause 
is bolstered because it played 
the nation’s toughest sched- 
ule, “It was a statement to 
Notre Dame. Whatever hap- 
pens in the BCS, it’s out of 
our hands.” 

Such is the frustrating 
reality for great players on a 
great team in what might be the only 
sport on the planet that doesn’t deterim- 
ine its champion with a playoff system. 
Instead, we are left with an archaic bowl 
system and a convoluted formula that 
leave the public wanting more. What's 
even more frustrating is this: The Trojans 
have no shot at an at-large BCS berth. 
Why? Because USC isn’t Notre Dame. 

Don't get me wrong—USC still could 
play in a BCS bowl. If UCLA beats 
Washington State on Saturday, the Trojans 
will be Pac-10 champs and advance to the 
Rose Bowl to play Iowa, which appears a 
lock for an at-large berth. The Trojans also 
could finish No. 4 or higher inthe final 
BCS standings, which would guarantee 
them a BCS slot. 


USC and Palmer beat Notre Dame, but they could lose out to the Irish 
if it comes down to a choice between the two teams for a BCS bid. 


But the USC-Notre Dame showdown 
last Saturday should have been a BCS at- 
large title game. Win, and advance to a 
$13 million payday and the glory of a big- 
time bowl. Lose, and do not pass the BCS 
velvet rope or collect the big bucks. 

What USC, the prettiest 10-2 team in 
the nation, did to Notre Dame, the ugliest 
10-2 team, should have happened to the 
Irish a few times this season. But time and 
again, Notre Dame found ways to win. It 
employed the type of resourcefulness that 
would make MacGyver envious. 

If the Irish’s special teams weren't scor- 
ing a key touchdown (see the 24-17 win 
over Purdue), the defense was contribut- 
ing points (see the 22-0 win over 
Maryland). There was even a pot of gold 


delivered by some walk-on 
quarterback named Pat 
Dillingham, who grabbed a 
place next to Rudy in Notre 
Dame lore by coming in 
for injured Carlyle Holiday 
and engineering a last- 
minute, game-winning 
touchdown drive in a 21- 
17 victory at Michigan 
State. 

But the Irish had no 
duct tape or coat hanger to 
rig up a win in Los 
Angeles. USC outgained 
Notre Dame, 610 total 
yards to 109. The Irish were 
0-for-13 on third-down 
conversions and managed 
just four first downs. The 
statistical imbalance was as 
striking as the final score. 

After that, could I or 
most people say Notre 
Dame is a BCS team? 
Hardly. But the resume the 
Irish built the last three 
months will make it too 
difficult for the BCS to pass 
them up. 

“I can make a case to the 
BCS,” Notre Dame coach 
Tyrone Willingham says. 
“We played 12 games. We 
won 10 of them. We've 
been very good and very 
sound. This game is not a 
true indicator of what kind of team we 
can be. Our team had a heck of a season. 
It’s nothing to sneeze at.” 

Ah-chu. Excuse me. Now, where was 
Te. i 

If there are college football gods, they 
will see to it that USC and Iowa get BCS 
bids, and the Irish are sent to the Gator 
Bowl to play NC State, another overrated 
team. By the way, is it just me, or does 
Notre Dame bear a striking resemblance 
to Nebraska at this time last year? 

Of course, if there were college football 
gods, we'd have playoffs and no BCS, so 
this isn’t a fair world. It’s one in which 
privilege counts, and no team in college 
football is more privileged than Notre 
Dame. That privilege ranges from the 
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school’s exclusive contract with NBC to 
televise its home games to the results of a 
Harris poll that revealed in 1997, 98 and 
’99 that Notre Dame is the nation’s 
favorite team. Add that to Notre Dame’s 
history of winning, and the BCS bowls 
drool at the specter of big ticket sales and 
TV ratings with the Irish in their house. 

Last Saturday night, not everyone saw 
the same picture. 

“J hope everyone was paying attention 
and saw the score,” says USC quarterback 
Carson Palmer, who might have won the 
Heisman with a 32-for-46 passing effort 
that netted 425 yards and four touch- 
downs against a defense that entered game 
ranked fifth nationally. “They need to 
know that we are for real now. We are def- 
initely worthy of being a BCS team. The 
decision is now in their hands.” 

That’s the part ’'m worried about. TSN 


A season's worth of games comes 

down to one day—this Sunday, when 
bowl matchups are announced. Get the 
pairings and keep up with all of the 
postseason happenings at 

f ingnews.com/cfootbal 


M@ILBONDING — 


Do you think USC offensive coordinator 
Norm Chow will get a chance to be a head 
coach? He worked wonders at BYU for years 
and worked wonders at NC State for a year, 
and his work with Carson Palmer at USC 
has been incredible. It’s time he gets a shot. 

‘Chris Bridges, Winder, Ga. 


QUE 


Chris: I agree, and the Utah post that 
just opened after Ron McBride’s unfortu- 
nate dismissal might be just the right fit. 
As you probably know, Chow spent 27 
seasons (1973-99) working in the Beehive 
State at BYU under legendary coach 
LaVell Edwards. Some believe Chow 
should have followed Edwards as coach in 
Provo, but that’s another story. 

Chow is known as a quarterbacks guru, 
having groomed passers such as Steve 
Young, Jim McMahon, Mare Wilson and 
Ty Detmer, among others, while at BYU. 
At NC State, Chow laid the groundwork 
for Philip Rivers’ development. And his 
work at USC the last two years is well- 
documented—just ask Palmer. Age might 
work against Chow, who turns 56 in May, 
but he deserves a chance to run the show 
as a head coach. 


Oklahoma’s lack of a pass rush has been a problem 
for a line that proved to be a tad overrated, and it cost 
the team in a 38-28 loss at Oklahoma State. The 
Sooners managed just two sacks and had no quarter- 
back hurries. Minus a good, consistent rush, the 
Sooners are easy to beat deep, and the Cowboys did 
just that. Oklahoma State QB Josh Fields passed for 
a career-high 357 yards and four touchdowns, and 
WR Rashaun Woods caught 12 passes for 226 yards, 
a school record. ... Florida State’s defense quietly was 
dominant the last four games. In that span, FSU 
yielded just one rushing touchdown and didn’t allow 
an opponent more than 17 points. Credit defensive 
coordinator Mickey Andrews for deciding to blitz 
four defenders instead of three in the second half of 
FSU’s latest impressive effort, a 31-14 win over 
Florida. That played a huge role in stuffing the 
Gators’ attack. ... Not only did Arizona State’s win 
over Arizona avenge the Sun Devils’ home loss last 
season to the Wildcats, it gave ASU enough wins over 
I-A teams that it won't have to count its victory over 
I-AA Eastern Washington to make it bowl-eligible. 
That makes Northern Arizona happy. Why? Teams 
are allowed to count wins against I-AA teams in 
their bowl totals only once every four years. Arizona 
State will face I-AA Northern Arizona in its 2003 
season opener, which means a $350,000 payday 


After losing 15 senior starters, the 2003 Bears are unlikely to celebrate as 
much as Boller and California fans did this season. 


for the Lumberjacks. ASU would have dropped 
Northern Arizona from the schedule had it lost to 
In his 
most significant play- 
ing time since October 
26, Georgia freshman 
QB D.J. Shockley hit 
five of eight passes for 
86 yards and rushed 
six times for 20 yards 
and a touchdown in 
the Bulldogs’ 51-7 win 
over Georgia Tech. 
Shockley’s 
playing time behind 
sophomore 


Arizona. 


Because 


starter 
David Greene decreased 


in previous weeks, 


there was speculation 
Shockley might con- 
sider transferring. But 
Shockley met with coach Mark Richt last week and 
says he’s content with his future in Athens. ... The 
rise of California from a 1-10 team in 2001 to 7-5 in 
2002 was one of the best stories of the season. But 
look for the Golden Bears to slip back next season. 
The team has 15 senior starters, including QB Kyle 
Boller, who clicked well with new coach Jeff 
Tedford. Look for Tedford to comb the junior col- 
lege ranks for a quarterback in hopes of staving off 
a big drop. Tedford succeeded on this path in the 
past; as Oregon’s offensive coordinator, he signed 
and developed Akili Smith. ... With its disappoint- 
ing regular season oyer, Tennessee has plans to bol- 
ster a receiving unit that was a big flop. The group 
was hurt by inconsistency and the absence of Kelley 
Washington, who battled injury much of the season. 
Among the holdovers, Jonathan Wade has the most 
promise. A former high school track star, Wade is a 
blazer, but his pass-catching ability is unproven. ... 
Alabama could have used its travel woes as an excuse 
had it lost at Hawaii, When the plane on which the 
team was traveling stopped in Oakland for refuel- 
ing, a sensor light came on that required trou- 
bleshooting. The resulting layoyer lasted 12 hours, 
meaning it took Bama nearly a day to get from 
Birmingham to Honolulu. But the Crimson Tide 
shook off an arduous journey and won, 21-16. 


DECEMBER 9, 2002 


| | J | ] | The TSN Power Poll is determined by TSN writers and editors. 


k, Team {last week) W-L Last week Next game TV info {all times Eastern) 

1. Miami (1) W, 49-7 at Syracuse - vs. Virginia Tech, 12/7 1 p.m., ABC 

2. Ohio State (2) 13-0 Idle Fiesta Bowl,1/3 8 p.m., ABC 

3. lowa (4) 11-1 Idle To be determined* To be determined 

4. Georgia (5) 11-1 W,51-7 vs. Georgia Tech vs. Arkansas, 12/7 6 p.m., CBS 

5. USC (6) 10-2 W, 44-13 vs. Notre Dame To be determined* To be determined 

6. Kansas State (7) 10-2 Idle To be determined* To be determined 

7. Oklahoma (3) 10-2 L, 38-28 at Oklahoma State vs. Colorado, 12/7 ~ 8p.m., ABC 

8. Washington State (9) 9-2 Idle at UCLA, 12/7 3:30 p.m., ABC 

9. Texas (10) 10-2 W, 50-20 vs. Texas A&M To be determined* To be determined 
10. Colorado (12) 9-3'  W, 28-13 at Nebraska vs. Oklahoma, 12/7 8 p.m., ABC 
11. Notre Dame (8) 10-2 L, 44-13 at USC To be determined* To be determined 
12. Penn State (11) 9-3 Idle To be determined* To be determined 
13. Alabama (13) 10-3. W, 21-16 at Hawaii None*™ None 
14. Michigan (14) 9-3 Idle To be determined* To be determined 
15. Auburn (19) 8-4 Idle To be determined* To be determined 
16. West Virginia (22) 9-3 W, 24-17 vs. Pittsburgh To be determined* To be determined 
17. NC State (20) 10-3 Idle Gator Bowl, 1/1 12:30 p.m., NBC 
18. Arkansas (23) © 9-3 W, 21-20 vs. LSU vs. Georgia, 12/7 6 p.m., CBS 
19. Florida State (24) 9-4 W, 31-14 vs. Florida To be determined* To be determined 
20. Maryland (—) 10-3 W, 32-14 vs. Wake Forest Peach Bowl, 12/31 7:30 p.m., ESPN 
21. Boise State (21) 11-1 Idle Humanitarian Bowl, 12/31 Noon, ESPN 
22. Colorado State (16) 10-3 L, 36-33 vs. UNLV Liberty Bowl, 12/31 3:30 p.m., ESPN 
23. Florida (15) 8-4 __L, 31-14 at Florida State To be determined* To be determined 
24. Pittsburgh (18) 8-4 LL, 24-17 at West Virginia To be determined* To be determined 
25. LSU (17) 8-4 _L, 21-20 at Arkansas To be determined* To be determined 
Dropped out: Virginia (25). "Regular season concluded. “Ineligible for postseason play 

THE BOTTOM FIVE 


5, Texas A&M. Six losses and a 30-point shellacking by Texas. Welcome to the television booth, Mr. Slocum. 

4, Alabama. The NCAA is sniffing around (again), and Texas A&M could be looking for a coach. Goodbye, Mr. Franchione. 

3. The Oklahoma secondary. The Sooners made Reggie McNeal and Josh Fields look like Dan Marino, 

2, The BCS. Sure, we'd much rather see Notre Dame in a big game than Southern Cal, only the hottest team in the country. 
1, Adrian McPherson. The Florida State quarterback threw away a promising future. Get ready for the bus trips in I-AA. 


ut) 


Navy (1-10) vs. Army (1-10): 
The Corps of Cadets. The Brigade of 
Midshipmen. The prisoner 
exchange. The Leapfrogs and the 
Golden Knights. Finally, The Game 
and the memories of a lifetime. 

Army’s lone highlight this season: 
a 14-10 victory over bowl-bound 
Tulane, a team that scored 50 on 
Navy. The Mids, meanwhile, beat 
SMU in August, then put up more 
than 600 yards of offense in a close 
loss to Northwestern. 

Now, the analysis that matters; If I 
don’t pick Navy, the Old Sailor will 
be tossing bolts at me from the 
heavens. 

Middies 17, Cadets 16 


Georgia (11-1) vs. Arkansas 
(9-3): For its next trick, the SEC will 


produce a four-overtime champ- 
ionship game. This coming on the 
heels of dramatic Hail Mary wins 
for LSU and Arkansas in games 
that decided the chmpion of the 
West Division. 

Look, that’s the only way people 
are going to watch this dog. It has as 
much panache and appeal as a day 
in lockup—which should make the 
Hogs feel right at home. 

Dawgs 26, Furloughed Hogs 24 


Colorado (9-3) vs. Oklahoma 
(10-2): The Buffs and Sooners tee it 
up again in the Big 12 title game, a 
rematch of a November meeting 
that OU won, 27-11. 

In related news, the Big 12 team 
with the most talent (Texas) is 
underachieving again. A quick 
update for rabid Shortie fans: 

Big 12 championships won— 
John Mackovic 1, Mack Brown 0. 

Keep winning those recruiting 
national titles, Mack. 

Buffs 24, Sooners 20 


Virginia Tech (9-3) at Miami 


(11-0): Now showing at 


www.beamerball.com: “How to 


Blow a Season in One Month.” 
Hurry, only $39.95! 
Hello, Tempe 31, Tech 16. 


Washington State (9-2) at UCLA 
(7-4): Wazzu QB Jason Gesser is 
questionable after sustaining a high 
ankle sprain, a bruised knee and a 


pulled calf muscle in a loss to 


Washington. Hey, when you're play- 
ing for roses, deal with some thorns. 
Cougs 24, Searching for a new 


coach 20 
Last week: 8 right, 2 


McPhersons 
Season: 79-41 (.658) 


FAN MAIL 


Your Colorado pick over 


Nebraska? I respect the people who 
set the line. They know more than 


you and me. Bet Colorado, and 


you'll be shopping at Dollar General 
for your Christmas presents. —Tony 


Love, San Angelo, Texas 


4 WN 
©) 


WR Rashaun Woods, Oklahoma State 


The Sooners couldn't keep up 
with Woods, which meant they 
couldn't keep up with the 

= Cowboys. Woods’ 12 catches 
& for 226 yards and three first- 
© half touchdowns helped OSU 
& further spoil OU's season with 
S a 38-28 win, the Cowboys’ 
second straight in the series. 
Hear from our Player of the Week on 

The Peter Brown Show with Scott Wetzel 
Tuesdays from noon-3 p.m. ET on Sporting News 
Radio, or at http://radio.sportingnews.com. 


= 
| ‘ is 


A 1. QB Carson Palmer, Sr. USC: It's hard to find 
fault with Palmer. In the team’s losses: Trojans 
receivers dropped nine passes in a 27-20 defeat at 
Kansas State, and K Ryan Killeen missed an extra _ 
point in an OT loss to Washington State. In his last six 
games, Palmer threw 23 TD passes and just four INTs. 
The Trojans were 6-0 and emerged as an elite team. 
A. 2. RB Willis McGahee, So, Miami: He set Miami's 
tushing record (1,481 yards) for a season and still has 
one game remaining against Virginia Tech's porous run 
defense. Clearly the power behind the Hurricanes’ 
offense, he regularly sits out the fourth quarter and still 
has nine 100-yard games, 

<q> 3. RB Larry Johnson, Sr., Penn State: So he 
averaged 70 yards in losses to lowa, Michigan and 
Ohio State. So what? That makes his 2,015 yards for 
the season even more impressive. He averaged 200 
yards a game in his other nine games—and averaged 
8.0 yards per carry for the season. 


“Tony: I'm shopping at Saks. 
Hope you find bargains at the garage 
sales. 


Towa quarterback Brad Banks is 
the clear choice for the Heisman 
Trophy. If the Hawks played Ohio 
State today, they would win by three 
touchdowns. —Michael J. Bohner, 
Waverly, Iowa 


**Michael: And just think what 
Connecticut would do to the 
Buckeyes. You know, because Iowa 
State beat Iowa and UConn destroyed 
the Cyclones. . 


Is there any reason you didn’t 
report that the Big Ten referees 
threw another game with horrible 
calls in the Michigan-Ohio State 
game? These boys play their hearts 
out, and the officials have all the 
control. It makes me sick, —Lisa 
Nicks, Grand Rapids, Mich. 


“Coach Paterno: Please stop send- 
ing letters under assumed names. 


E-mail: mhayes @sportingnews.com 
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PRO FOOTBALL'S GREATEST TEAMS 


‘Which NFL team is the greatest of all time? Is it 
the '78 Pittsburgh Steelers? Is it the ‘62 Green 


we Bay Packers? Is it the San Francisco 49ers’ 
4) dynasty of the 1980s, or is it the only undefeated 


and untied team in league history, the ’72 


== Dolphins? Accompanied by more than 200 black 


and white and full color photographs throughout, 


4 football fans will bask in the memories of Walter 
‘w) Payton and Franco Harris, of Kurt Warner and Bob 


Griese. Then we take the next step and dare to 


j name the very best. 9” x 1114’. 176 pages. 


Hardbound with dust en Item ee 


Regularly: $29. 95 | 


THE YANKEES 
A Century of Greatness 


In time to commemorate their 100th season in 
New York, The Sporting News celebrates one of 
the most prodigious franchises in baseball history. 
All of the Yankees’ legend and lore comes 
together in this special keepsake book, with 
exclusive images from The Sporting News 


H archives, Chapters detail the greatest of the 


great Yankees players—the Hall of Famers 
immortalized in Cooperstown and in Monument 
Park. Remember each of the Yankees’ 26 World 
Series-winning teams in a chapter devoted to the 
team’s championships. Step onto the hallowed 
ground of Yankee Stadium. It’s more than a 
history of the Yankees’ franchise; it’s a celebration 
of the Yankees’ tradition. 256 pages. 9” X 11'/,” 
Hardcover with dust jacket. Item Oe 


Regularly: $29.95 | 


Greatest 


Moments ni 


memes §Regiilarly: $14.95 


‘THE SporTING News selects ... 
Legends of College Basketball 
The. 100 Greatest Players of All Time 


Millions have played the game. Thousands have 
played on the collegiate level. Hundreds can be 
considered “great.” Only 100 make our list. From 
Lew Alcindor, Oscar Robertson and Pete Maravich 
to Isiah Thomas, Magic Johnson and Michael 
Jordan. THE Sportine News’ college basketball 


} expert, Mike DeCourcy, ranks the 100 greatest of 


all-time for their contribution to the college game. 
Each player's college career is profiled, along with 
Stats and achievements, all accompanied by more 
than 200 color and classic black-and-white 
photographs. 9” x 11%” ¢ 192 pages. Hardbound 
with dust jacket. tem Ee 


Regularly: $29.95 Now only $1! 


BASEBALL'S 25 GREATEST MOMENTS - 
REVISED EDITION 

They are the jewels of baseball past, the heart 
and soul of a national pastime that is 
sustained and rejuvenated by its memories. 
Relive the moments that shocked, exhilarated, 
rattled and mesmerized legions of fans in this 
revised edition of one of our most popular 
books, Baseball's 25 Greatest Moments. 190 
pages. 9” X 1114" Softcover. Item #706 


THe Sportine News selects ... 
50 Greatest Golfers 


From tee to green, and everywhere in between, 
we've analyzed the games of the sport’s greatest 
players. We’ve analyzed the impact they've had 
on the game of golf. We've analyzed their 
victories, and their losses, their “majors” and 
their “minors.” And when we were done with 
that, we ranked them, from 1 through 50, and 
bring them to you here as the best of all-time. 
From Harry Vardon and Bobby Jones to Amold 
Palmer and Lee Trevino. From Jack Nicklaus and 
Tom Watson to Payne Stewart and Tiger Woods. 
50 Greatest Golfers is packed with hundreds of 
historic black and white photos as well as vivid 
full-color spreads. 9” x 11'4” 176 pages. 
Hardbound with dust jacket. Item #692. 


Regularly: $29.95 


Cali Now To Order, Toll Free 


1-800-825-8508 


Dept. WY21209 + 


or order online at spertingness oe i. 


If Maryland wants to prove 


prognosticators wrong and make a ; 
run at another title, the Terrapins must 


forget their success and 


reaffirm their hard-shell attitude 


By MIKE DECouRcY 


ou don’t imagine Gary Williams ever 
could go soft, not when you've seen him 
sweating through suits, chewing out 
Maryland reserves for mistakes the 
‘starters made and skewering reporters 
whose questions he didn’t particularly 
like. Gary Williams soft? Perhaps in some 
distant time, when Michael Jordan is a backup 
shooting guard for a second-rate NBA team. 

And then you see the Comcast Center, the spec- 
tacular mansion that henceforth will serve as home 
for Williams and the Terrapins basketball program. 
You see Williams’ handsome office, with the com- 
fortable sitting area, the hardwood floor and that 
big-screen TV with the 16:9 aspect ratio. 

You see the framed wall decorations, nearly all re- 
creating some publication’s pronouncement of the 
Terrapins’ 2002 NCAA Tournament championship. 
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You see the banner honoring the national title roll 
from the Comcast rafters at the first official game in 
the new arena, and the tear that sneaks from the cor- 
ner of Williams’ eye. It becomes easier to picture a 
coach and his team, even Williams and the Terps, 
growing comfortable in a circumstance such as this. 

Which is something Maryland cannot accom- 
modate. The revival that Williams produced during 
the past decade always was energized by lack of 
respect, perceived or otherwise, from ACC zealots 
who believed the Terps never could catch heavy- 
weights Duke and North Carolina; from talent 
scouts contending they couldn’t win champi- 
onships without marquee recruits; from prior uni- 
versity administrators who sometimes denied 
money for improvements. As the 2002-03 season 
commences, though, Williams—having been pre- 


| sented with the homecourt of his dreams—may 


have no more doubts to conquer. He appears 
almost relaxed. He seems content. 

Then the conversation turns to a subject most 
coaches dismiss as a matter of course: preseason 
rankings. Unlike the previous 13 champions, none of 
which was ranked lower than fourth upon opening 
its title defense, Maryland stood No. 12 in the pre- 
season Associated Press poll and No. 14 in THe 
SrortinG News college yearbook, and magazines gen- 
erally had the Terps—* Sports Illustrated had us 28th? 
Williams says, interrupting—outside the top 10. 

So, yeah, he noticed, 

The Terps lost four starters from the team that 
claimed the NCAA title by beating Indiana in 
Atlanta last April: Juan Dixon, Lonny Baxter, Byron 
Mouton and Chris Wilcox. These players delivered 
scoring, rebounding, leadership and defensive skill. 
Those elements can be replaced. But if Maryland 


“ 


had lost its pugnacity, it would have lost its soul. 

“It was good to get back to practice October 12, 
because. the feeling was there,” Williams says. “The 
drive to win another ... I think it’s there. I’d like to 
win two.” 


' bout midway through Maryland’s prac- 

tice before it opens the season against 

Miami (Ohio), Williams wanders over to 

the press table. He borrows a copy of the 

Maryland media guide and thumbs 

through last season’s game-by-game sta- 

tistics. He searches for a game in which 

the Terps made every free-throw attempt. There 
are none. 

“Good, he says. “Something to try for.” 

Given that all five current starters already own 
championship rings, manufacturing goals for the 
team can only help. The players have their own 
motivation, though, and much of it stems from var- 
ious slights visited upon them. 

It begins with the rankings, of course. Not since 
Kansas lost its “whole team’—forward Danny 
Manning—after the 1988 title game has a defending 
champion been so casually dismissed. But this 
Maryland team faces more obvious challenges in 
defending its championship than any team since. 

Senior Drew Nicholas says. he understands the 
reason for the double-digit ranking, given the loss 
of so many starters. “But they don’t realize how 
many guys we do have coming back, guys who are 
fully capable of stepping into those kinds of 
roles,” he says. “I think it’s good for us 
because it provides some fuel. If we were 
the defending national champion and the 
preseason No. | team, it'd probably be a lit- 
tle bit rougher—people telling us how good 
we are.” 

All four of the most experienced Terps 
will play. the same positions they were used 
at last season: Ryan Randle at center, Tahj 
Holden at power forward, Steve Blake at 
point guard and Nicholas at shooting guard. 
But only Blake has played full-time minutes 
regularly, and even he will be asked to be 
more of a scorer. 

Blake averaged 7.9 assists last season and 
could become the fourth player in Division I 
history to reach 1,000 for his career. To score 
more, he must become a more proficient 
shooter. His field-goal percentage has 
declined each season. Given how harshly 
Blake was criticized for his title-game per- 
formance—CBS analyst Billy Packer suggest- 
ed Williams might consider giving up on 
him—there is plenty to prove. 

“People look at one or two turnovers and 
decide he’s having a bad game. Defensively, 
he was great,” Williams says. “When one per- 
son says something bad, everybody seems to 
Pick it up. It’s like a disease. It just spreads. 
I talked to him a little, and I just told him it’s 
a bunch of crap. It’s not the way I feel.” 

The other Terps must advance from 
supporting to leading roles. 

Holden is 6-10, 270, but an apparent 


distaste for physical contact and an injured foot are 
impeding his development into the inside force the 
Terps need. He is a gifted perimeter shooter, and 
Williams calls Holden’s touch “almost a curse” 
because it becomes an excuse not to use his wide 
body closer to the goal. 

Nicholas, physically similar to the rail-thin Dixon, 
is becoming the primary scoring option, though he 
hasn’t reached the 20-point mark since the third 
game of his freshman season. He is a magnificent 
shooter, with more than 100-3-pointers and career 
accuracy of 38.3 percent. He moves with authority 
through Maryland’s offense, but now defensive 
game plans will be geared to stop him. 

“That is a big key: changing roles,” says Michigan 
State’s Tom Izzo, the last coach to take a defending 
champion back to the Final Four. “I always recruit 
certain types of players; some are go-to guys and 
some. are role players. It’s sometimes difficult to 
change the role players to go-to guys.” 

Izzo had two top-10 recruits on his 2000-01 team, 
a major reason poll voters chose not to abandon the 
Spartans after their title in 1999-2000. Maryland’s 
class is one of its best, with four freshmen who 
ranked among analyst Dave Telep’s top 100. But only 
6-7 small forward Nik Caner-Medley, who may sup- 
plant former football player Calvin McCall, is likely 
to start. McDonald’s All-American Travis Garrison 
will be an important contributor in the post but will 
enter the lineup only if Holden fails to improve. 

“We need to play eight or nine guys to play the 
way we want, and that’s going to have to come from 


Williams has another loaded team, but motivating his players 
might prove to be his biggest challenge this season. 


some new players, Williams says. “If you look 
around the league, whichever team’s new guys can 
step up, that’s probably going to be the team that is 
very good.” 


t 4:55 p.m., five minutes before ESPN’s 
broadcast of the Maryland-Miami game, 
the banner commemorating the Terps’ 
2002 season is brightened by a spotlight 
and drops toward the floor. It is odd that 
the Terps’ ACC regular-season title 
receives nearly the same billing as the 
NCAA championship. It might as well say this: We 
conquered the nation. And Duke, too. 

“We were compared to Duke,” Williams says. 
“The good part of that is it’s made us work hard. It 
gets old after a while, but I don’t think we get there 
without that motivation.” 

When the Terps played Duke at Cole Field House, 
student fans would show up early to harass the Blue 
Devils during warmups. As the season opens against 
the RedHawks, Duke’s visit still is 13 games away. 
The unusual wall of seats at Comcast’s west end, 
reserved for students, is less than a third full at tipoff 
and fills slowly as the game progresses. 

Nobody misses much. Perhaps trapped in the 
pregame ceremonies, the Terps meander through 
six minutes with only a pair of baskets. To get them 
involved in the game, Williams shifts into a series of 
full-court zone presses. It works, squeezing loose 22 
turnovers that generate nearly half the points in 
Maryland’s 64-49 victory. But because this 
team isn’t especially athletic, pressing can be 
no more than a periodic tactic against high- 
level opponents. The Terps have to get ready 
quickly, with an ACC/Big Ten Challenge 
game against Indiana, followed by this 
weekend’s tournament involving Notre 
Dame and Texas and a December 14 visit 
from Florida. 

The Terps will be busy, but now it’s 
basketball-busy. For a good month after the 
title game against Indiana, Maryland’s accom- 
plishment was celebrated by parades, parties 
and meetings with politicians. “It seemed 
like once or twice a week, you had to put on 
a suit and tie for something,” Nicholas says. 

Williams wanted to relax with a few extra 
rounds of golf but was talked into writing a 
book about the experience of building .a 
champion. Sweet Redemption goes deeper 
into his personal life than Williams generally 
finds comfortable—his divorce, the tempo- 
tary estrangement from his daughter, the 
difficult relationship with his father—but he 
now views the process as worthwhile, 

“As a coach, you're always thinking about 
the next game,” he says. “The best part of 
doing the book is it forced you to look back” 

He can't afford that any longer. Reflection 
may be seductive now, but it’s dangerous. 
There is a lot of comfort to be taken from 
Maryland’s recent past. Too much. TSN 
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@ To win the Great 
Alaska Shootout, 
College of 
Charleston beat 
Oklahoma State 
and Villanova. 
Michigan State, 
favored to win the 
Big Ten title, beat 
neither. Let's hope 
this year’s NCAA 
selection commit- 
tee doesn't dis- 
miss the Cougars’ 
accomplishment 
the way it brushed 
aside Butler’s Top 
of the World 
Classic title and 
Ball State’s run to 
the Maui Invitational 
finals last season. 
BS Indiana's tri- 
umph in the Maui 
Invitational should 
remind recruiters 
of the value of 
shooting. IU gener- 
ated 42 percent of 
its points in three 
wins with 41 per- 
cent 3-point shoot- 
ing. Too many pro- 
grams recruit pri- 
marily for athleti- 
cism and size. 


W it’s hard to 
believe Minnesota 
is only 314 years 
removed from the 
breaking of the 
academic scandal 
that figured to dev- 
astate the program. 
Despite postsea- 
son and recruiting 
sanctions, the 
team is likely to 
challenge for the 
Big Ten title. 
Perhaps the way 
the NCAA could 
have exacted a 
_ lasting punishment 
_ on Minnesota would 
have been to block 
the hiring of a supe- 
rior coach such as 
Dan Monson. 


decourcy @sportingnews.com 


early 14 minutes remained in 
what would be a double-digit 
loss to Duke when UCLA 
called timeout because the five 
Bruins on the floor had lapsed 
into a paralysis of disorganiza- 
tion. Oh, boy—you didn’t have 
to be a writer to appreciate that metaphor. 

UCLA entered this month without a 
win of any kind. The Bruins lost their two 
exhibition games. They dropped the home 
opener to San Diego. They traveled to 
Indianapolis for the Wooden Tradition 
and, with two starters benched for being 
late to a film session, fell easily to Duke. 

This is a familiar story. 

Steve Lavin’s record in November as 
UCLA's coach is 10-10. Compare that with 
his .647 winning percentage in NCAA 
Tournament games, and it’s clear things 
usually work out for the Bruins in the end. 

With four seniors gone, this is a team in 
transformation. After the loss to Duke, 
Lavin expressed genuine excitement, hav- 
ing seen the Bruins jump to an early lead; 
transfer Jon Crispin play with confidence; 
freshman big men Ryan Hollins and 
Michael Fey combine for eight rebounds in 
35 minutes, and the team press effectively 
and erase nearly half of a 20-point deficit. 

“Right now, we're not as cohesive or 
tied together as we'd like to be,” Lavin says. 
“T think it’s a team that’s going to keep 
making huge strides and progress and 
could end up a very dangerous team come 
mid-January.” 

It doesn’t have to be a slow process, 
though. The Bruins’ development could 
accelerate if they follow a few basic 
principles. 

1. Honor the tradition. The champi- 
onship banners at Pauley Pavilion present 
a daunting standard for current Bruins. 
It’s unlikely this program will run off 
another 10 titles in the next 12 years, but 
the current players can live up to the com- 
mitment and discipline that helped lead to 
those championships. 

It’s not easy to understand how veterans 
T.J. Cummings and Ray Young—coming 
off the loss to San Diego and preparing for 
a top 10 Duke team—would show up late 
for a film session. 

Against Duke, Cummings hit one of 
seven shots from the field and grabbed 
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Kapono will get more open shots if his teammates 
become greater scoring threats on the perimeter. 


two rebounds in 14 minutes. During his 
time on the court, UCLA was outscored 
by 12 points—one more than the final 

margin of the Blue Devils’ 84-73 victory. 

Cummings says the benching threw off 
his rhythm. “It was just hard to get out of 
my head because this was a game I had 
marked on my calendar for a long time. It 
was upsetting for me. I’m a grown man. I 
can handle it. I’m resilient.” 

2. Respect the opposition. Lavin 
explains defeats to teams such as San 
Diego by citing the closing gap between 
majors and mid-majors. He’s right, and 
he’s wrong, 

Losing at home to San Diego or Cal 
State-Northridge—which happened to 
the Bruins in 2000—is different than 
falling to Ball State in the Maui 
Invitational last season. The Bruins don’t 
defend their homecourt; they expect it to 
defend them. They have lost 12 home 
games since the start of the 1999-2000 


season. That’s only two fewer 
than Memphis, which hasn't 
made an NCAA Tournament 
appearance since 1996. 

3. Trust the talent. It is 
puzzling to see the young 
perimeter players operating 
with such fragile confidence. 
Sophomore point guard 
Cedric Bozeman is averaging 
7.0 assists, but he shoots just 
34.6 percent because he 
short-arms everything outside 
of a layup. He fires with the 
look of someone who has 
picked up a gun for the first 
time—like he’s afraid of the 
noise, the kick, the result. 

Fellow sophomore Dijon 
Thompson, a stunning wing 
prospect, scored 10 points as 
the Bruins jumped to a 12-2 
lead on Duke. But Duke then 
substituted in 6-11 center 
Casey Sanders for freshman 
forward Shavlik Randolph. 
Sanders crowded Thompson, 
and Thompson, instead of 
taking advantage of his speed 
and agility to drive, 
surrendered. He scored five 
more points in the game’s 
final 36 minutes. 

If Thompson and Bozeman make 
themselves more difficult to guard, teams 
won't be able.to spend all their energy 
stopping senior shooter Jason 
Kapono.“When teams are developing,” 
Lavin says, “there’s a fine line between 
trusting your instincts and playing with 
aggressiveness and confidence but within 
the framework of the team.” 

4. Operate with urgency. Lavin started 
Hollins against Duke because of 
Cummings’ benching. Fey came off the 
bench and played effectively enough that 
Lavin says, “What was perceived as a weak- 
hess may turn out to be a strength.” Four 
days earlier, though, as San Diego big man 
Jason Keep ripped the Bruins for 30 
points, Lavin played Hollins and Fey only 
four minutes combined. 

Lavin says he wanted to give the veter- 
ans every chance in the two exhibitions 
and the opener. If the coach wanfs the 
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1 WINTHROP 


2 ARIZONA 


3 KANSAS - 


4 OKLAHOMA 


5 TEXAS 


6 PITTSBURGH 


7 DUKE 


8 GEORGIA 


9 KENTUCKY 


10 VIRGINIA 


Sweet Sixteen. Elite Eight. Final Four. And now the Terrific Ten. Can Arizona go all 
the way? Will Kansas be at the center of this year's bracket? Will the girl in the mail 
room pick the NCAA champion? Read on for everything you wanted to know 
(but were afraid to ask) about college basketball. 


@ wintxrop 


Okay, so they went 19-12 last year. And 
they are from the Big South Conference. 
But trust us, the Eagles can definitely 
hoop. Besides, these guys are made up of 
4,500 polygons just like any other team. 
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The 411 on the ‘Cats? Not only do they 
have all five starters returning, but they 
also have what most consider to be the 
best frontcourtin college basketball. Can 
you say Dynasty Mode? 


Despite losing a key player to the NBA, 
look for the Jayhawks to return to the 
Final Four this year. We've seen what 
they have been doing in Practice Mode, 
and we are thoroughly convinced. 
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Add the slick job done in recruiting to 
the usual Blue Devil talent pool, and you 
get a team that is bound to make some 
noise. Get ready to hear Billy Packer and 
Eddie Doucette saying, “And the Blue 
Devils win again,” a lot this season. 


© seorcia 


The Dawgs poll position could change irr 
October, depending on their frontcourt 
production. If they produce, prepare for 
this team to move alittle higher in the polls. 


© oxianoma 


Another team we predict to be returning 
to the Final Four. Not only do they retum 
with 70 new player models, they look 
good doing it. 


@ texas 
, eS 


© kentucky 


Should come down to the wire between 
them and Georgia for the SEC crown. 
Use the over 30 new dunks (including 
reverses, follow-ups and 360-degree jams) 
and this Wildcat team might overtake 
that other Wildcat team. 


They say everything is bigger in Texas, 
but what we notice on this team are the 
little guys. The backcourt is the cream of 
the crop. End of discussion. Obviously, 
somebody did their homework before 
this year's recruiting. 


© rirtssurci 


The Cavs are not happy with last season's 
late collapse that landed them out of the 
tournament. Don’t let that fool you; 
they've got the talent. Not a pushover 
computer opponent. Not in the least. 


Look for what could be the most exciting 
duo in college basketball to rate high in 
the on-screen player ratings. 


www.989sports.com 
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players to commit to every possession of 

- every game, he can’t hold 7-foot potential 
solutions on his bench. It’s interesting that 
during Lavin’s tenure the Bruins have 
played their best under duress: when their 
coach nearly was deposed in 2000-01 or 
when they were at risk of missing an 
NCAA bid. 

“There are years where you lose a game 
early and youre a little bit concerned: Do 
we have enough firepower?” Lavin says. 
“This year it’s, ‘How do we bring it togeth- 
er, get them hitting on all cylinders?’” 

It’s a long way to March. For UCLA, 
that could be a blessing andacurse, TSN 


Catch Mike DeCourcy’s Weekend 
Re Preview each Friday and get the low- 
down on the top games to watch at 
www.sportingnews.com/voices/ 
ike_decourcy. 


MIKE DeCOURCY ANSWERS YOUR 0 0 


I just read your article about soft schedul- 
ing in the Big East (TSN, December 2). I 
recall the Big East started a long decline 
when it decided to duck the ACC in the old 
ACC/Big East Challenge. 'm glad the Big 
Ten accepted a similar arrangement with the 
ACC. Do you foresee any other leagues 
adopting a similar format? Maybe a Pac- 
10/Big 12 Challenge? 

Charles Stafford, Greensboro, N.C. 


Charles; I believe the disappearance of 
the ACC/Big East Challenge had more to 
do with a decent idea being badly execut- 
ed. The leagues tried to put many of those 
games on neutral floors and charge exor- 
bitant prices, and few fans bought into it. I 
remember covering a great Challenge 
game between Pittsburgh and Georgia 
Tech—in Hartford, Conn., of course. The 
Big East was hurt even more by bad 
coaching hires that damaged competitive 
programs and rapid expansion that altered 
the character of the league. 

The problem with another couple 
leagues starting a “challenge” series is that 
it’s unlikely the series could involve TV. It’s 
hard to imagine ESPN being interested 
because a new pairing would spoil the 
uniqueness of the ACC/Big Ten Challenge. 
* Not many teams would be excited about 
scheduling games of that magnitude with- 
out being certain they would be shown on 
television. 
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There is hope among 
some college adminis- 
trators that the addition 
of two genuine bas- 
ketball men—Virginia 
A.D. Craig Littlepage 
(who coached at Rutgers 
and Penn) and Prin- 
ceton A.D. Gary Walters 
(a former coach at 
Dartmouth and Pro- 
vidence)—to the selec- 
tion committee will help 
prevent the poor bracket 
construction that affect- 
ed the 2002 NCAA 
Tournament. Boston 
College being selected 
after beating one major- 
conference team. that 
made the field and 
Western Kentucky being 
seeded ninth with 26 
Division I victories (one at Kentucky) were among 
several preventable errors. ... Wake Forest is going 
with a dual-point guard lineup featuring sopho- 
more Taron Downey and freshman Justin Gray. That 
should help the offense because each is a proficient 
shooter, It also establishes the plan for next season, 
when elite prep PG Chris Paul will join the program 
and give the Deacons three playmakers. ... Missouri 
freshman SG Jimmy McKinney was able to stay in 
good physical condition and participate in many 
non-contact drills that allowed him to learn while 
missing a month of competition because of a bro- 
ken bone above his eye. He scored eight points in his 
debut—two days ahead of schedule—against Austin 
Peay. If McKinney develops as expected, the Tigers 
will have a complementary threat to draw defensive 
attention from SF Rickey Paulding. ... One of the 
most commonly criticized players in the college 
game, 7-0 Wisconsin C Dave Mader, played well in 
the Badgers’ 4-0 start against mid-major opponents. 
He averaged 6.5 rebounds and 4.5 points in 17 min- 
utes per game. Badgers coach Bo Ryan says Mader 


vs in IN 


had less basketball experience entering college than 
anybody he has coached, but Mader has good 
instincts that are begin- 
ning to show with bet- 
ter decisions, balance 
and pivoting. ... In the 
first four seasons of the 
ACC/Big Ten Chal- 
lenge, Duke played each 
time on a neutral floor: 
in Chicago against 
Illinois and Iowa, and 
in Greensboro, N.C., 
against Illinois and 
Ohio State. Blue Devils 
coach Mike Krzyzewski 
says other coaches 
might not have been 
enthused about playing 
several neutral-court 
games, but he saw them 


% as good preparation for 

- the NCAA Tournament. 

: With other coaches 

a, now expressing interest 

ain such games, 

Mader is showing more = Krzyzewski figures it’s 

polish as a junior, and =— someone else’s turn to 
his rebounding is 

improving. play on a neutral court 


in future Challenges. ... 
Louisville coach Rick Pitino has resisted playing sen- 
ior Reece Gaines at point guard because the 
Cardinals have no other consistent scorers. 
However, Gaines excelled at the position in a loss to 
Purdue. When he played shooting guard, the 
Boilermakers kept him from the ball by playing 
straight denial defense. Gaines had only 23 shots 
combined in the Cards’ first two games. If no one 
will create shots for him, it might be time to let him 
get them for others. ... With PG Brandon Fuss- 
Cheatham and PF Shun Jenkins out with injuries, 
Ohio State is giving full-time minutes to sophomore 
SF Matt Sylvester, though he is only three months 
removed from back surgery. The Buckeyes hadn't 
planned on Sylvester playing until mid-December, 
but he healed quickly. He is not yet comfortable on 
the floor, though, and committed five turnovers in 
the team’s first two games, 


et 
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kK. Team (last week) W-L 
1. Arizona (2) 2-0 
2. Alabama (3) 4-0 
3. Texas (4) 4-0 
~ 4, Pittsburgh (6) 3-0 
5. Oregon (10) 3-0 
6. Marquette (12) 4-0 
7. North Carolina (—) 5-0 
8. Duke (7) 3-0 
9. Maryland (14) 3-0 
10. Indiana (20) 4-0 
11. Oklahoma (8) 3-1 
12. Florida (5) 4-1 
13. Xavier (11) 2-1 
14. Connecticut (16) 2-0 
15. Missouri (17) 2-0 
16. Kansas (1) 2-2 
17. Creighton (22). 4-0 
18. Tulsa (18) 3-0 
19, Col. Charleston (—) 5-0 
20. Georgia Tech (—) 3-0 
21. Stanford (—) 4-1 
22. Butler (—) 3-0 
23. Kentucky (21) 2-1 
24, Mississippi St. (—) 2-1 
25. W. Kentucky (25) 2-1 


PLAYER of the WEEK _—_ 


Noteworthy November number 

26.5: Turnovers the Wildcats forced per game. 
15-5: Scoring run the Tide used to finish Ohio State and stay perfect. 
15: Rebounds James Thomas pulled down in two consecutive games. 
20-0: A run against Pine Bluff that makes Alabama’s -15-5 run pale. 
19: Consecutive wins at Mac Court. The record is 23 in a.row. 

11: School-record consecutive shots Dwyane Wade hit vs. E. Illinois. 
44.8: PPG freshmen Rashad McCants, Raymond Felton, Sean May provide. 
20: Points freshman J.J. Redick racked up against UCLA. 

26: Assists Steve Blake dished out in just the first three games. 

40.6: Hoosiers’ 3-point percentage from behind Maui’s 20'2-foot arc. 
24: Minutes a struggling Hollis Price played against Prairie View A&M. 
22: Points Matt Bonner and Matt Walsh each scored against Kansas. 
3: Games played, two shy of expected, thanks to PNIT loss to Stanford. 
14.5: PPG by shot blocker Emeka Okafor, nearly double ’01-02 number. 
45.0: Tigers’ dismal field-goal percentage defense. 

21: Turnovers committed in the Preseason NIT loss to North Carolina. 
+3.0: Rebounding margin for undersized Guardians Classic winner. 
38.5: Foes’ field-goal percentage. Tulsa field-goal percentage: 50.6. 

8: Turnovers against Villanova in Great Alaska Shootout title win. 

3: Double-doubles for freshman Chris Bosh. 

39.4: Matt Lottich’s 3-point percentage, 9.4 points higher than '01-02. 
64: Minutes played by Duane Lightfoot, who totaled 39 last season. 
51.5: Keith Bogans’ field-goal shooting, vs. 39.4 percent last season. 
40: Rebounds per game, even without Mario Austin. 

5: Hilltoppers averaging at least 9.3 ppg, even without Chris Marcus. 


Dropped out: Michigan State (9), Gonzaga (13), Georgia (15), UCLA (19), Cincinnati (23), Penn (24). 


Records through last Saturday 
BOURBON 
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Af College of Charleston. If their performance at the Great Alaska Shootout was any indication, 
the uptempo Cougars will be a team no higher seed will want to face in March. 

—<—> Kentucky. The Wildcats looked awful, missing 17 straight 3-pointers, against Virginia. But 
they made the proper adjustments against Gonzaga's zone for a third-place finish in Maui. 

£&~ Cincinnati. Lack of an inside game led UC to shoot 35 percent from the field in its first two 
games, both home wins. But Dayton’s mix of size and passing proved overwhelming on the road. 


Ahandle on freshmen 


We've already seen several freshmen have a big 
impact on their teams. Indiana’s Bracey Wright was 
tournament MVP in the Maui Invitational, as was 
North Carolina’s Rashad McCants at the Preseason 
NIT. Carmelo Anthony is scoring at will for Syracuse, 
and Matt Walsh has become an instant star at Florida. 

Many times I’ve been asked about how to handle 
such blue-chip recruits. I remember Kenny Anderson 
arriving at Georgia Tech with more fanfare than any 
high school athlete I had ever seen. Every media per- 
son wanted an interview, and all of our preseason 
press coverage was about Anderson. 

I definitely was concerned about our upperclass- 
men and team chemistry. However, Anderson knew 
the mainstays of our team were All-ACC players 
Dennis Scott and Brian Oliver. Right from the start 
Anderson distributed the ball to Scott for 3s and to 
Oliver for slashing layups. It was a great example of a 
freshman understanding his role and seeing where he 


SF Rashad McCants, North Carolina 


The standard set by McCants’ 
North Carolina predecessors is 
imposing. He is playing in the 
same colors and the same position 
as Walter Davis, Michael Jordan, 
Jerry Stackhouse and Vince Carter. 
None, though, began his career 
with the same flourish as 
McCants. Teaming with fellow 
freshmen Sean May and Raymond 
Felton, McCants was the integral | 
force as Carolina rose from the 
worst season in its history to a 
Preseason NIT championship. McCants averaged 20 points and 
shot 67 percent from the field, helping the Heels win three 
games last week. They won at Old Dominion and then defeated 
Kansas in the NIT semifinals and Stanford in the title game at 
Madison Square Garden. McCants’ energy was too much for the 
Jayhawks. He got KU’s Keith Langford into early foul trouble by 
driving the ball, scoring 18 of his 25 points on 2-point field goals. | 
The Tar Heels received a considerable lift from May and Felton, i) 
but McCants’ early impact was unmistakable. 


GAMES TO WATCH 


BB+T Classic (Washington), Saturday-Sunday, local cable. | 
A convergence of three of the game’s top 10 point guards: Texas’ 
T.J. Ford, Notre Dame's Chris Thomas and Maryland's Steve Blake. 


Kansas vs. Oregon (Portiand, Ore.), 3:30 p.m. ET Saturday, 
CBS (regional). When Kirk Hinrich is healthy, Kansas has the 
nation’s top backcourt, but Oregon's threesome of the Lukes 
(Ridnour, Jackson) and James Davis is averaging 52 ppg. 


Kentucky at North Carolina, 2 p.m. ET Saturday, ESPN. 
Two weeks ago, these two were seen as has-beens. Gonzaga, 
Kansas and Stanford might beg to differ now. 


MARK LENNIHAN / AP. 


could best help the team. 

Unfortunately, that doesn’t always happen. I’ve seen 
freshmen come in and immediately try to do too much. 
Their ego gets in the way, and they become selfish and dis- 
rupt team chemistry. 

The first days on campus set the tone. Coaches must 
spend extra time with these young stars and explain their 
roles. Yes, they have the talent to make the adjustments, 
but becoming a team player first is paramount to their 
success. Patience is another key. Freshmen must under- 
stand they’re learning a new system. am || 

Early setbacks can lead to disappointment and loss of 
confidence. That is when a coach can help by being posi- 
tive and encouraging a young player. 

I remember telling Stephon Marbury, “Rome i 
wasn't built in a day.” Marbury took a step back, realized 
he was trying to do too much and adjusted. Instead of one 
or two assists a game he went to about six. We became a 
different team and went on toa 13-3 ACC regular-season 
record after starting the 1995-96 season at 6-5. 

Talent can carry you for a while, but getting a player to 
understand the bigger picture is a key part of his, and the 
team’s, success. 


Former Georgia Tech coach Bobby Cremins is an analyst 
for Fox Sports South and Jefferson Pilot. E-mail him at 
beremins @sportingnews.com. 


| MICHAEL CONROY //AP 


Decemper 9, 2002 17 


Ad 


Stewart celebrated winning 
the championship, but can he 
enjoy his time as champion? 


DILIP-VISHWANAT / TSN 


The 2002 season featured the 
implausible (a gracious Tony 
Stewart), the improbable (two 
rookies finishing in the top six) 
and the inconceivable (Rusty 
Wallace going winless). Next 
season could produce much of 
the same, By MARK McCarTER 


here lurks in the hearts and minds of some 

a sense of dread as Tony Stewart’s reign as 

Winston Cup champion begins. 

What will he do at the annual awards 

banquet, folks fret, as if Stewart were 

; expected to pound a massive leg of lamb 

on the table like some medieval king, point 

at those in the audience who had wronged him and 
order them beheaded. 

Geez, a guy shoves a photographer, insults the 
state of Alabama, gets snippish with the media, 
enlists anger-management counseling and feuds 
with some other drivers, and all of a sudden he’s a 
villain? 

Fact is, Stewart is no different from many of 
today’s premier athletes. He is focused, businesslike 
and does not suffer fools gladly. He has a job to do, 
and his attitude is simple: Leave me alone and let me 
do it. He did an extraordinary job remaining 
focused amid distractions and attacks late in the sea- 
son, He even was gracious in victory, saying after the 
Homestead race, “I still have a hard time believing 
what we've done and accomplished this year.” 

However, being Winston Cup champion is like 
being Miss America, minus the tiara and padded bra. 
There always must be a smile. There is an overwhelm- 
ing appearance schedule. There is a necessity for polit- 
ical correctness. There are fools to suffer at every turn. 

But, as one NASCAR insider puts it, “Tony is like 
Bobby Knight. He is about 90 percent right but loses 
a lot of his leverage because he can be rude when he 
isn’t engaging or funny.” 

So, those around NASCAR—among them some 
folks close to Stewart—are waiting and watching to 
see if—no, when—Stewart has a meltdown. 

Among those stubbornly of the opposite opinion 
is Eli Gold, longtime broadcaster on the Motor 
Racing Network. 

“I think he’s going to be-a fine champion,” says 
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bring to the forefront some 
issues some (champions) 
might have been a little hesi- 
tant to address. I had him on 
the show (after Homestead) 
... and there was not a subject 
he would not touch. 

“I was most impressed by a 
caller who wanted to know 
Tony’s thoughts about that old 
question of being a role model 
and the question of fans in the 
garage area. Tony began what 
turned out to be a 5'4-minute 
dissertation on what is right 
and what is wrong in garage 
etiquette—what is the right 
time to approach a driver, 
when is the wrong time, why 3 
you think sometimes a driver 
might not care about the fans, but he does. 

“Tt was,’ Gold says, “a very enlightened and well- 
thought-out answer to a subject that has been ban- 
tered about quite a while. 

“I think he will have to learn, and he admitted 
this, to enjoy things in the hubbub of NASCAR and 
the media. But, hopefully, this championship will 
allow people to see what Tony Stewart is really like.” 


Gold. “I think he will also 


P ere 
So, who will be Stewart’s successor? 

History says there will be no repeat champion. 
There hasn't been one since Jeff Gordon (1997 and 
98), who says, “Usually what you win with one year 
isn't going to be enough the second year.” 

However, Mark Martin has this going for him: In 
three of the past six years, the Winston Cup runner- 
up ascended to the championship. Stewart was run- 
ner-up in 2001; Bobby Labonte in 1999, and 
Gordon in 1996). Beating Las Vegas to the punch, 
start with these odds for 2003: 


Jeff Gordon 3:1 Dale Earnhardt Jr. 10:1 
Mark Martin 4:1 Jimmie Johnson 10:1 
Tony Stewart 4:1 Matt Kenseth 10:1 
Kurt Busch 5:1 Ryan Newman 10:1 
Rusty Wallace 8:1 Sterling Marlin 15:1 


That’s all guesswork, but that’s the best anyone 
can do in the ever-changing world of NASCAR. 

“Things don’t work out the way we think,” says 
Marlin. “Who'd have thought Kenseth would win 
more races than anybody? And Kurt Busch (win- 
ning four)? And the rookies (Johnson and 
Newman) winning all those races? Nobody would 
have thought that.” 

No one would have thought rookies would have 
such impact on the Winston Cup championship race, 
either. Johnson was in the top 10 in points to stay by 
the fourth race of the season. Newman started slow- 
er but used a torrid finish to make him, in the words 
of Michael Waltrip, “top 10 with a bullet” by fall. 
Newman had eight top-10 finishes in the season’s first 
17 races; he posted 14 top 10s in the final 19 races. 
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The convoluted math to 
determine the Raybestos 
Rookie of the Year is only 
slightly less complicated 
than the Bowl Champion- 
ship Series formula. 
Among the factors: where a 
driver finishes a race com- 
pared to other rookies, top- 
10 finishes and bonuses for 
wins, laps completed and, 
quite possibly, how Notre 
Dame played that weekend. 
When the calculators 
stopped clicking, Newman 
finished one spot behind Johnson in Winston Cup 
points but held a 23-point edge for the rookie title. 


Young guns a 


Johnson won three races and finished fifth in 
points. Newman won once, was sixth in points and 
set a rookie record with six poles. Jamie McMurray, 
who officially will be a rookie in 2003, won in only 
his second Winston Cup start as he subbed for 
Marlin, who was injured. 

Johnson and Newman make up the best rookie 
class since .., well, all the way back in 2000, when Matt 
Kenseth and Dale Earnhardt Jr. broke in with a splash, 
combining for three wins. 

Clearly, this is becoming a 
sport of the young. Six of the 
top 11 in points have four or 
fewer years Winston Cup 
experience. They have had 
much more immediate suc- 
cess than the previous gener- 
ation—it took Dale Jarrett, 
for instance, 129 starts to col- 
lect his first win—because 
they are put immediately into 
top-flight cars. 

“We've got these young 
guys coming in with top 
sponsors, winning races, = 
and when that happens, it 


a 


Biffl e Georgia Pacific 
a 


opens the door for the next guy,” 
Gordon says. “The sponsor goes, “Hey, 
these young guys can win if you put the 
right equipment underneath them? The 
sponsor goes, ‘We want a young, enthu- 
siastic guy in there we can do some good 
marketing with and who can win: It’s 
paying off for everybody.” 

. Next year’s dynamic duo: McMurray 
) and Greg Biffle, who won the Busch 
Grand National title by 264 points. Biffle 
will drive for Jack Roush next season 
and, now that Johnny Benson has shed 
the label of “best driver who never has 
won a race, Biffle is most likely to be the 
next first-time winner. 
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“The next first-time win- 
ner? Maybe,’ suggests Gold, 
“you need to rephrase that. 
Who will be the next first- 
time-in-a-long-time winner?” 

The most prominent skid 
marks belong to Rusty Wal- 
lace, who hasn’t won in 62 
starts, dating back to April 
2001. Before this season, he 
had won at least once every 
season since 1986. 

Indeed, it seems some of 
NASCAR's best-known 
names haven't visited victory 
lane since Busch was on a tri- 
cycle. Among those with 
lengthy droughts: Brett Bodine (394 starts); Ken 
Schrader (375); Jimmy Spencer (272); Kyle Petty 
(222); Terry Labonte (132), and John Andretti 
(131). 

But before you say “washed up,” remember that 
Bill Elliott went 227 races without a win, then won 
three times in a 24-race stretch after moving to 
Dodge in 2001. 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


The 2002 season’s biggest disappointment was 
Marlin, but not for the reason you might think, 
Instead of being disappointed in him, most were 


Wallace 


Can you really blame us? AfterR¥an tofe throtigh wil 
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THE MORE YOU KNOW ABOUT MOBIL 1, 
THE BETTER IT 1S FOR YOUR CAR. 


— ADVERTORIAL — 


Jeff Cook 


Jeff Cook grew up in North Carolina 
watching his father race midget 
‘cars, However, Cook’s athletic skills 


“led him to football and baseball, and — 


he went on to become a linebacker 

at Wingate University. It was not 

until 1996 that Cook came on the 
NASCAR scene. 


He started his career sweeping floors 
and working in the parts room for 
David Green’s NASCAR Busch Series 
team. But his strength and agility 
soon came into play as a jackman for 
Geoffrey Bodine at Joe Bessey 
Motorsports. Shortly after that he was 
going over the wall as part of Jeff 
Gordon's crew. After seven years of 
dedication, Cook is the jackman 
for the No. 24 DuPont Chevrolet and 
four-time NASCAR Winston Cup 
Series champion Gordon. 


In addition to his race-day duties, 
Cook is a skilled mechanic, spending 
much of his shop time working as a 
mechanic for Gordon’s NASCAR 
Winston Cup teammate Jimmie 
Johnson. Cook loves the teamwork as 
well as the adrenaline rush that 
comes from excelling with two 
NASCAR championship-level teams at 
Hendrick Motorsports. 
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The season’s best moves 


October prompted a wise decision. 


Dodge improved its stable dramatically. 


next week at Charlotte. 


disappointed for him. 

Marlin led the standings for 25 
weeks—from the second race of 
the season through the Rich- 
mond race. Three weeks later, he 
was sidelined for the rest of the 
year with a broken vertebra in his 
neck. The neck “feels good,” 
Marlin says. So do his emotions, 
finally, after a year that was both 
gratifying and frustrating. 

“We had both,” Marlin acknow- 
ledges. “We led the points a long 
time. We won races. We were real 
competitive. We had our sights set 
on the points championship. 
Look at this year (2003), and we've got the same team. 
Everything's coming back. We ought to be as good or 
better than we were last year.” 

Marlin’s disappointment might take an asterisk, 
but the other top downers don’t. 

@ Rusty Wallace’s inability to win, though his 
consistency gave him a seventh-place points finish. 

@ As his Roush Racing teammates had banner 
seasons, Jeff Burton continued to slide. Burton, who 
hasn’t won since October 2001, dropped from third 
in points in 2000 to 10th in ’01 to 12th in ’02. His 
longtime crew chief, Frank Stoddard, was dismissed 
in September, and Burton registered seven top-12 
finishes in his final nine starts. 

@ Bobby Labonte fell from sixth in points in 2000 
to 16th and won only once. 

@ One-groove tracks, new tires and generic 
design led to some boring races—most notably at 
Homestead, the stage on which the championship 
was determined. “The better races are where the 
grip is changed by a combination of aero and 
mechanical,” says NBC analyst and former Winston 
Cup champion Benny Parsons. “You go to those 
(newer) mile-and-a-half tracks, and everything you 
do is aerodynamics.” 


Breaking up is not so hardtedo = 


The 2002 season long may be remembered as the 
year of Hollywood marriages among crew chiefs 
and drivers. Among the more notable splits: 

@ Frank Stoddard was fired as Jeff Burton’s crew 
chief, then landed with Jeff’s brother Ward on the 
No. 22 Dodge. 

@ Paul Andrews left DEI to become Burton’s crew 
chief; he was replaced on Steve Park’s No. 1 team by 
Tony Gibson. 


1. Requiring spotters for practice. The death of ARCA driver Eric Martin during practice at Charlotte in 


2. The one-engine rule—teams were required to race with the same motors they used to qualify. 
“| don’t think it made much difference,” Sterling Marlin says.“It made some of us start in the rear a couple of 
times’—the punishment for changing motors—“but as far as blowing up motors, it wasn’t so many.” 

3. Rusty Wallace and Penske Racing switching to Dodge for ‘03. the Ford program had stalled, and 


4, Joe Gibbs Racing switching to Chevrolet for ’03. If nothing else, it was a great move for Johnny 
Benson, crew chief James Ince and the No. 10, now the top Pontiac team. 
5. McMurray subbing for Marlin. Jamie McMurray finished 26th in his debut at Talladega, then won the 


@ After a tempestuous season 
with Ricky Rudd, Michael “Fat 
Back” McSwain signed on as 
Bobby Labonte’s crew chief; he 
replaces Jimmy Makar, who now is 
the No. 18 team’s manager. 

@ Gil Martin and Kevin 
Hamlin swapped places in sea- 
son, with Martin going from 
Robby Gordon's team to Kevin 
Harvick’s and vice versa. 

M@ Jimmy Elledge returned to 
Andy Petree Racing in May after a 
brief stint at Robert Yates Racing, 
then left again in November to 
join the Ganassi-Sabates team. 

@ Tommy Baldwin replaced Tony Furr as crew chief 
for the No. 7 Dodge. Now, if he only had a driver ... 


Worries down the road x 


1. Carbon monoxide. Rick Mast, who last raced in 
a Winston Cup car in May, was believed to have suf- 
fered from carbon monoxide poisoning, though 
doctors have yet to confirm the diagnosis. Other 
drivers have suffered temporarily from symptoms. 

2. Too much? NASCAR TV ratings increased 13 
percent between 2001 and ’02, and they are up 59 
percent from 2000, before the current deal with Fox 
and NBC, But with a proliferation of magazine 
shows and other racing-related broadcasts, NASCAR 
would do well to study the sobering history of other 
major sports, all of which went through periods of 
plummeting ratings and lack of interest due greatly 
to parity and oversaturation. 

3. Garage access. Stewart’s various run-ins this 
year were merely the most highly publicized prob- 
lems in the garage, but they might have been a bless- 
ing. NASCAR officials now have the perfect chance 
to eliminate dangerous overcrowding by limiting 
access to those who are working and not just look- 
ing for autographs. 

4, It’s the economy, stupid. Racing is an increas- 
ingly costly business, and in this fickle economy, 
sponsors are growing more frugal. NASCAR already 
is seeing several major companies opt to spread their 
sponsorship dollars out among the field in associate 
sponsorships—i.e. “the Coca-Cola family’—rather 
than sink all their money into one pot. This hedges 
their bets in landing a winner. TSN 
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Mark McCarter is a sports columnist for The 
Huntsville (Ala.) Times. 


We Fill Up |! 58211 


(11 Gallons) (44 Guineas) 


When you're driving for the cup, you only want the best for your car. That’s why NASCAR has chosen 76 as its 
age Official Fuel for over 45 years. And 76 gas has PROpower. So the same additive that fuels NASCAR can fuel 
jase your car. And when the pros are in a hurry away from the track, they come to Circle K, the Official 
Pit Stop of NASCAR. Where they can pick up the quality products they need and get out fast, just like a pit stop. 
So when you're running on empty, do what the pros do. Trust 76 and Circle K. We fill up NASCAR, And their fans, "Ss" 


76, the 76 logo, Circle K and the Circle K logo are registered trademarks of Phillips Petroleum Company or its subsidiaries. NASCAR is a registered trademark of the National Association for Stock Car Auto » Racing, Inc. 
©2002 Phillips Petroleum Company: All Rights Reserved. 
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DRIVER OF 
THE YEAR 
Tony. Stewart 


Tony Stewart's champi- 
onship season won't be 
remembered for the numbers. 
Stewart won just three races, 
the fewest for a champ since 
Terry Labonte’s two in 1996, 
and he failed to finish six 
races, the most for a champ 
since Darrell Waltrip’s eight in 
1982. 

Stewart, 31, didn’t score 
the most points in the first or 
second half of the season. He 
didn’t lead the most laps. But 
he did lead all drivers with 15 
top fives, his best number 
and one that, given the struc- 
ture of the Winston Cup 
points system, was greater in = 
significance than Matt 
Kenseth’s five wins or Mark Martin’s most miles com- 
pleted (13,841 of 14,072). 

Still, Stewart’s season will be remembered for 
something else: He didn’t let adversity drive him off 
course. And that, more than any other driver, was the 
foe he had to beat to win his first Cup title. 

Stewart's talent and perseverance were recognized by 
peers who voted him THE SporTING News’ Driver of the 
Year. Stewart received 39 percent of first-place votes; 
rookie Jimmie Johnson was second with 22 percent. 

“It’s an honor to have my fellow drivers vote me 
as their driver of the year,” Stewart says. “Earning the 
championship was great, but having the respect of 
the people we race with 38 weekends out of the year 
means everything. I’m truly grateful for this award 
because there are plenty of other deserving candi- 
dates in the Winston Cup garage.” 

Just when Stewart’s season appeared ready to spin 


an PEE 


roller coaster.” 


For the second straight season, driv- 
ers chose Junior for the award that 
bears his late father’s name. Earnhardt, 
who edged Sterling Marlin by one vote, 
calls the honor “cool” and says he is 
determined to build a team that would 
make his father proud. 

“We've got to get better as far as our 
pit stops,” he says. “On pit road, we're 
awful. We're getting better on commu- 
nicating and getting the car dialed in a 
little better. I think our team has a lot 
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out of control, he saved it. An altercation with a pho- 
tographer after the race at Indianapolis cost Stewart 
$60,000 in fines, and he was put on probation by his 
sponsor, The Home Depot; and by NASCAR. He 
admitted he needed to control his temper and agreed 
to seek anger-management counseling. 

Stewart also had to climb back into his car the 
next weekend at Watkins Glen. Turns out that was 
the best therapy. He won the race, fueling a run of 
10 top-10 finishes in the final 15 races. 

But it wasn’t without a struggle. Stewart faced 
other allegations but was absolved of them, and he 
was asked time and again whether his image was 
what NASCAR needed in a champion. When the 
final race ended, Stewart told crew chief Greg 
Zipadelli over the radio that he was “tired of this 


This time, Stewart survived the ride. 


DALE EARNHARDT TOUGHEST DRIVER Dale Earnhardt Jr. 


COMEBACK DRIVER 
Mark Martin 


There was no other choice. Mark Martin 
was voted TSN’s comeback kid—OK, he’s - 
43—by his peers because his turnaround 
was nothing short of remarkable. No other 
driver received more than one vote. 

Owner Jack Roush said it best: “This is the 
reincarnation of Mark Martin.” 

Though Martin has finished second four 
times in Winston Cup points, he insists this 
season—he lost to Tony Stewart by just 38 
points—was “the best battle” he and the 
people around him ever fought. 

“It’s nice to win an award that shows 
recognition from your peers in the garage,” 
Martin says. “The truth is P'd have to say 
that award should go to my team. They are 
the ones who rejuvenated my career ... 
gaye me a shot right down to the very last 
lap, and you better believe I'm grateful for 

that.” 

Martin won the Coca-Cola 600 at 
Charlotte and finished with 12 top fives and 
22 top 10s. Just one season earlier, Martin 
didn’t win a single race, had just three top 
fives and 15 top 10s and finished out of the 
top 10 in points (12th) 

for the first time 


USN 


‘By LEE: — 


to prove to itself.” 


win at Talladega that gave him a season 
Like his father, who never com- 


sweep at the track. He wound up lead- 
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plained of ailments, Junior drove hurt 
for several weeks after a hard crash with 
Kevin Harvick in April at California. 
But it was obvious the crash affected 
Junior’s season—he finished 30th or 
worse in four of the next six races and 
went without a top five until 14 races 
later, in August at Bristol. 

But Junior rallied late; he had a string 
of five consecutive top 10s, including a 


ing the most laps, 1,068, of any driver, 
and he led in 22 races, a number 
equaled only by Ryan Newman. 

“T race against all these guys hard 
every week, and I’ve known people like 
Rusty (Wallace) and (Ken) Schrader 
for a long time,” Junior says. “So to 
earn an award that was voted on by 
your peers instead of some guys in a 
board room is pretty gratifying.” 


THE ONLY THING WET 


IN TONY'S PITS 
WAS THE CHAMPAGNE. 


a 


Old Spice proudly sponsors 2002 NASCAR Champion Tony Stewart. Old as ey 
To Tony and all our friends at Joe Gibbs Racing, way to go. NASCAR 
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CREW CHIEF 
OF THE YEAR 
Matt Borland 


Leave it to the crew chiefs to 
come up with a surprise finish: 
Rookie Matt Borland upset 
Winston Cup champion chief 
Greg Zipadelli by one vote. 

“It’s an honor to be reward- 
ed by all of your peers,” says 
Borland, 31. “I can’t believe 
how everyone has welcomed 
me into the garage.” 

Many people think Zipadelli 
deserves an award for keeping 
driver Tony Stewart on track, 
and there’s no doubting that. 

But Borland won the 
respect of his peers because he 
built a solid crew from scratch 
and led that rookie team and 
driver, Ryan Newman, to sixth 
place in points. The team set a 
rookie record by starting from 
the pole six times. 

Because of Borland’s engi- 
neering background and fel- 
low Penske crew chief Bill 
Wilburn’s racing background, 
the transition of adding a new 
team went smoothly. Borland 
showed throughout the season 
that he learns from his mis- 
takes and gets stronger. 

“Tt was a good year,’ Borland 
says. “We had some ups and 
downs, and there are areas we 
need to improve on—some 
reliability issues—and improve 
on some of these tracks. We're 
good at some places, but others 
we still struggle on. 

“We have a real good pit 
crew, real good pit stops, and I 
wouldn't ask for anything 


» 
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EP ISTETITI | a That Ryan 
109 #6taway " >. +f 2 if Newman, he just 
— ————— (fo. : can't be satisfied. 


It was near the 
end of the season, 
and Newman had 


PIT ChEW 
OF THE YEAR 


FP THE FAS yes), 


been told he had 
The No. 17 team been voted by his 
fellow drivers as 
This was no contest. The No. 17 TSN Rookie of the 


team for Matt Kenseth, led by Year. Newman 
crew chief Robbie Reiser, over- quickly turned it 
whelmingly was voted the best into a challenge. 
crew in the garage, getting the nod “That’s awe- 

on 60 percent of the ballots from some,” he said, “but 


( 
crew chiefs. The No. 20 crew for rwAL GF TF 


I really want to win 
Tony Stewart was the only other to 


day. In three of Kenseth’s five 


iy Be . i Raybestos Rookie of 
receive more than one vote. | i, | the Year” 

“Tt’s pretty special to be voted pve any That’s the award 
on by the other guys in the NASCAR presents 
garage,” Reiser says. “You're only to its top rookie in 
as good as your last pit stop, and Winston Cup. 

RS crew was great over the wall & As it as oe 
1s ie e€wman made ita 
es the No. 17 crew posted | sweep. Though he 

the fastest stop to win the sport’s a @ finished seven 

aa! Bs Bey enpouby at z pe eae | 

\- am tor the secon: immue johnson 1n 

straight season, a greater indica- The Winsto Li e the Cup standings, 

tion of its impact came on race Pohl SPREOWAY SA S Newman beat 


Johnson by 23 in 


wins, decisions and quick work by | rookie points for the Raybestos Rookie of the Year. Newman's margin for TSN’s 


the crew on final pit stops made award was four votes over Johnson among the drivers. 

the difference, _ Newman finished with 22 top 10s, tying Mark Martin for series honors and break- 
In another win, in September at | ing Tony Stewart's rookie record of 21 in 1999. Newman also won six poles, breaking 

Richmond, Kenseth rallied from the late Davey Allison’s rookie record of five in 1987. 

two laps down—with a boost After three mechanical failures in April, Newman fell to 21st in points. But in the 

from his crew. second half of the season, he scored more points than all other drivers and moved 
“Robbie has assembled a great | from 16th to sixth in fi nal points. 
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group of guys,” Kenseth says. “And 
we've been able to keep them all 


“Tt was a great season,” he says. “Even when we struggled, we struggled as a team, 
and we fought back.” 


Well, maybe Newman can be satisfied after all. 


OWNER OF THE YEAR Jack Roush 


Jack Roush says he is “surprised 
but honored” to be recognized as 
TSN’s top owner. “I didn’t expect it,” 
he says. “But after the season I’ve had, 
I'll always remember this year.” 

Roush Racing finished with 10 vic- 
tories, the best on the circuit by four 
and eight more than its cars posted in 
2001. Three Roush drivers—Mark 
Martin, Kurt Busch and Matt 
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All of this, and Roush 
almost wasn’t around to 
see it. He was pulled 
from a lake after his 
plane crashed April 19. 
That he survived must 
be considered a miracle; 
he recovered from a 
head injury, multiple 
breaks to his left leg, a 


shop, but the organiza- 
tion began its turn- 
around shortly after last 
season, when Roush 
swapped the crews of 
Martin's and Busch’s 
teams. Little did anyone 
know the level of chem- 


F S istry that would be 


achieved—Martin 


almost won the Cup 


championship after fin- 


Kenseth—finished in the top 10 in 
points. No team had accomplished 
that feat since Hendrick Motorsports 
did it in 1995. 

Greg Biffle won the Busch Series 
championship and will move up next 
season to give Roush five Winston 
Cup entries. 


bruised lung and frac- 
tured ribs—and was back 
at the racetrack May 31 at Dover. 

“While I wasn’ t underfoot so 
much,” he says, “it made the guys pull 
together.” 

Roush Racing benefited because it 

found more horsepower in the engine 


ishing 12th in 2001, and 
Busch battled back from 
12th in points—after he didn’t finish 
three races in August—and wound 
up third. Kenseth finished eighth. 

“Tt certainly was the season I had 
hoped for as I looked at it from where 
we started 15 years ago,” Roush says. 
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Congratulations, Ryan Newman, Rookie of the Year. WAALULTEL 
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i Joe Gibbs’ 
move to Chevrolet 
means Pontiac 
desperately needs 
a team to provide 
consistent 
success. MB2/MBV 
Motorsports should 
be the organization 
to watch. One of 
its drivers, Johnny 
Benson, got his 
first career win 
and finished above 
then-teammate 
Ken Schrader in 
points, even 
though Benson 
missed five races. 
Jerry Nadeau, 
Schrader’s 
replacement, 
wants to prove 
himself in Winston 
Cup. 

l@ Jasper Motor- 
sports’ Robert 
Barker is the latest 
entry on the list of 
engineers who 
have graduated to 
crew chief. Those 
who combine a 
passion for racing 
with a formal edu- 
cation will lead the 
sport in the future. 


B Rick Hendrick’s 
commitment to the 
No. 25 team paid 
late dividends. 
Hiring Peter 
Sospenzo as crew 
Chief and sending 
veteran mechanic 
Ed Guzzo back on 
the road in 
September made a 
difference. 
Although the team 
blew two engines 
in October, driver 
Joe Nemechek 
posted three top 
fives in the final 

| eight races and 
finished second at 
Homestead. 
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Message to Junior: 
ne time to take the next step 


; oe top 10 drivers to 

| take the stage at Friday’s 
awards banquet in New 
York, there will be one 
notable omission. Dale 
Earnhardt Jr’s name will 
not be called! 

For Earnhardt, there will be no practic- 
ing with the TelePrompTer at the dress 
rehearsal, no enthusiastic applause and no 
stilted acceptance speech reviewed and 
approved by NASCAR. 

Simply put, Earnhardt’s 11th-place 
points finish—on the outside of the top 10 
looking in—is unacceptable. Unacceptable 
to his fans. Unacceptable to his team. 
Unacceptable to the driver. 

The flagship team of Dale Earnhardt 
Inc. can and should do better. 

Earnhardt has the talent to be a cham- 
pionship contender year in and year out. 
The man forever destined to be called 
Junior is 28 now. Coincidentally, his father 
was 28 when he began the 1980 season, 
which ended with the first of his seven 
championships. 

On the surface, at least, Dale Earnhardt 
Sr. had a more difficult road to follow. 
Driving a racecar wasn’t Senior’s only con- 
cern. He had three children and two for- 
mer wives to support. He drove a hodge- 
podge of rickety equipment for five car 
owners before signing with Rod Osterlund 
in 1978. In 1979, Earnhardt was Rookie of 
the Year. In 1980, he was champion. 

Junior, on the other hand, has spent the 
majority of his NASCAR career driving 
for DEI, the juggernaut founded by his 
father. Compared with Senior’s hardscrab- 
ble beginnings, DEI is the lap of luxury, 
What the elder Earnhardt gained from his 
early trials by fire—absolute focus and the 
unrelenting will to win, born of necessity 
—is something that has not been reflected 
consistently in Junior’s racing. 

Being the child of a legend can be diffi- 
cult. Rarely does the child equal or exceed 
the accomplishments of the father. And 
Earnhardt Jr. has inherited the mantle of 
celebrity in an era in which more cars are 
Somipeuiye, and le feehnolegy and 


Earnhardt and the No. 8 te team trod a an erratic path 
this past season and finished 11th in points. 


lightning-fast pit stops are as important as 
the talent of the driver, Gone are the days 
when a driver could manhandle a 
10th-place car to a second-place finish, 

as Senior often did. 

The younger Earnhardt also has 
endured trials of his own—first trying to 
emerge from his father’s shadow, then 
dealing with his father’s death. 

Don't think for a moment, though, that 
Junior and DET haven't been trying. Mired 
in mediocrity midway through the 2002 
season, Junior and his crew took stock of 


themselves and didn’t like what 
they saw. They made technical 
and personnel changes in the 
No. 8 operation. Junior was 17th 
after race No. 22 but fought his 
way back to 11th after race No. 
33, laying the groundwork for 
what could and should be a run 
at the championship in 2003. 

The biggest step in that direc- 
tion occurred soon after the sea- 
son. Tony Eury Jr., formerly the 
car chief, was promoted to crew 
chief. Tony Eury Sr., his father 
and the former crew chief, was 
promoted to team manager and 
will oversee the team. Both 
Eurys will be atop the pit box. 
Eury Jr. will concentrate on pit 
strategy. Eury Sr. provides the 
voice of experience; Earnhardt 
has deep respect for him and 
often defers to his judgment. 

Earnhardt also has developed 
a solid rapport with Tony Jr., 
especially over the past year. 
Earnhardt also has improved in 
his ability to let the crew know 
exactly what the car needs on 
race day. 

The change at the top of the 
crew followed others within it. 

Time and again during the 
season, the No. 8 lost time and 
positions in the pits. The pit 
crew lacked harmony; it was 
inconsistent throughout the sea- 
son. Earnhardt’s pit stops during 
the Southern 500 were so bad 
that the team borrowed some substitute 
crew members from Steve Park’s No. 1 car. 
A week later, rear tire changer Steve Wolfe 
resigned in frustration. 

At long last, DEI told pit crew coordina- 
tor Walt Smith to spend whatever he 
needed to assemble a first-class crew. 

“They upped the ante considerably,” 
Smith says. “DEI’s commitment is unbe- 
lievable. There are so few good (crew mem- 
bers) out there who have the ability to win 
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| the championship, but they were willing to 


go out and recruit the best. I think you'll 
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THE MOST IMPORTANT TOOLS 
IN THE GARAGE DON’T MAKE 
ANY NOISE-AT ALL. 


a ® 
- When race day comes around, these guys are coming off Timberland 
Dee 3 a week-long race of their own. And their course is covered i 
3 in grease, oil and engine parts. But they all have Timberland 

‘ Tie A ® PRO” rubber on the bottoms of their feet with specially 

~ engineered oil, abrasion and slip resistance. During 
their race, these track stars don’t wear running shoes 
Salcedo They wear Timberland PRO” workboots. PRO SERIES 
MADE TO WORK"™ 
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see a tremendous difference next year.” 

Only two members of the crew, gasman 
Jeff Clark and jackman Kevin Pennell, will 
remain. 

~ Throughout the season, DEI made 
major improvements in its bodies and 
engines. The three DEI teams competed in 
a total of 108 races and had three engine 
failures. Their supremacy on restrictor 
plate tracks is unmatched. Credit the end- 
less hours spent on aerodynamic research 
and restrictor-plate engine development. 
Ultimately, though, it’s up to Junior. 

DEI insiders say he is encouraged by the 
staff changes and is more determined than 
ever to capture the title. 

_Earnhardt’s legacy points him toward a 
championship. We'll soon find out 
whether he can muster the strength of will 
to win it. TSN 


Drop by www.sportingnews.com/ 

nascar/awards2002 to vote on THE 
SPORTING News’ second annual Winston Cup 
awards. We need your votes for top driver, 
rookie, crew chief, crew, owner, comeback 
driver and toughest driver. 
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Do you know whether Jack Roush will 
field a full-time Busch team next year with 
either the No. 60 or 9, and if so, who will be 
the driver(s)? Also, does Roush plan to run 
one or. two truck teams next year? Will Jon 
Wood be back with Roush in the truck series? 

Chad Chism, Delavan, IIl. 
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Chad: Roush Racing will field at least 
one full-time team in the Busch and 
Craftsman Truck series. Stanton Barrett Jr. 
is scheduled to drive the No. 60 for the 
entire Busch schedule. Barrett, who just 
turned 30, made his Busch debut in 1992 
and has one top five in 54 starts. Jon 
Wood, 21, the son of Winston Cup owner 
Eddie Wood, will continue to compete in 
the No. 50 truck. In his second season in 
the series, Wood finished 12th in points. 

Three race teams are contingent on 
sponsorship; Mark Martin will drive a 
limited schedule in the No. 99 truck until 
May when Kyle Busch, Kurt’s younger 
brother, turns 18 (becoming eligible to 
compete) and takes over. Martin also is 
expected to race in eight or nine Winston 
Cup companion Busch races (number 
undetermined). Ditto for Jeff Burton, in 
the No. 9. 


Fennig, crew chief for Busch, says Fords will be 
down on front-end downforce entering 2003. 

To say General Motors was pleased with its postsea- 
son shakedown of the new Chevrolet Monte Carlo 
and Pontiac Grand Prix is an understatement. The 
2003 GM models will make their debuts in February 
at the Daytona 500. Sources say the No. 18 
Chevrolet, driven by Bobby Labonte, was quickest 
during the two-day testing session at Homestead- 
Miami Speedway, where several teams shaved more 
than a second from the lap times they ran during the 
Winston Cup season finale there. GM motorsports 
director Doug Duchardt received a lot of positive 
comments about the balance of the new cars. “For 
us, it’s more than just the configuration is different? 
Duchardt says. “The greenhouse (cockpit) has 
changed as well.” Though the new Chevys and 
Pontiacs have been built to NASCAR specifications, 
they still must pass inspection before they’ie legal to 
race. NASCAR Winston Cup director John Darby 
attended the test and gave the GM cars more than a 
casual glance. “There were some cars that John 


Darby was comfortable with and others he said 

wouldn't get through,” Duchardt says. Duchardt 

believes the GM teams are under more pressure 

because they have to build new cars from scratch 

this year. The Ford and Dodge team have only 

minor tweaking to do. ... Jimmy Fennig, crew chief 
for Kurt Busch’s Ford, might disagree. Fennig says 

the Roush organization made significant improve- 

ments to its car bodies throughout 2002, but the 

teams have cut up a garage full of cars because of the 

new body location rules and templates mandated 

for 2003. Fennig’s team is concentrating on wind 

tunnel testing and hopes to find the proper balance 

for its Fords, but the cars have lost a significant 

degree of front-end downforce in the process. Given 
the similarity of templates from one make to anoth- 

er, Fennig expects the baseline for all Winston Cup 

cars to be equal next year. Advantages from one 
team to another, he says, will come from the amount 
of effort each team puts into the development and 
construction of the bodies. ... Fennig also had per- 

sonnel matters on his mind. He moved quickly to 
replace veteran: car chief Shawn Parker, who left 
Roush for Robert Yates Racing at the end of the sea- 
son. Fennig lured chief mechanic Mike Kelly from 
the No. 19 Evernham Motorsports crew. “His 
knowledge of racecars is incredible? Fennig says of 
Kelly. “He’s a racer’s racer and is tuned in to both 
chassis and aerodynamics, which should help us a 
lot with next year’s rules.” ... Pit crew tryouts are in 
full swing; many teams hope to improve their over- 
the-wall efforts in 2003. Expect a new look on pit 
road for the No. 25 (Joe Nemechek) crew. After 
Homestead, crew chief Peter Sospenzo released his 
entire squad and hired seven new men. Now that 
shop foremen Ed Guzzo has returned to the traveling 
team as chief mechanic, former crew chief Billy. 
Woodruff will take over the shop foreman’s role for- 
the No. 25 team. ... The Wood Brothers need a new 
rear tire changer and tire carrier because Jay 
Guaneri and Troy Prince have joined Dale Earnhardt 
Jr.’s crew for 2003. The Wood Brothers knocked out 
50 laps at Kentucky Speedway with new driver Ricky 
Rudd before snow began to fall. “If we hadn't 
stopped at Steak n Shake on the way to the track, we 
could have accomplished more,” Len Wood joked. 
“But the car performed as well or better than the 
one we tested in September.” 
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Ford takes its third 
Manufacturer's Cup 
in four years. 


tog on to www. fordracing.corn 


ermination. But most of all, it ta 
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for the return game with 


San Diego, the one thing he didn’t 
figure on was a poor performance 
by his quarterback. By PauL ATTNER 


hen Mike Shanahan walked into the locker room at 
halftime Sunday, nothing about his team’s game with 
the Chargers had gone as he had envisioned. His pri- 
mary offensive package had struggled, his defense 
couldn't stop halfback LaDainian Tomlinson, and he 
should have been grateful to be behind by only seven 
points, 

He faced the very nightmare that can be generated when two equal- 
ly blessed division rivals meet for a second time during a season. Almost 
two months after his Broncos overwhelmed the Chargers in Denver 
with a nearly perfect first-half performance, he now had to figure out 
how to neutralize San Diego’s dominance 
before this game, and maybe the season, fell 7 ; 


so painfully away. 

Two days previously, sitting in his office _| 
at the Broncos’ practice complex, Shanahan | 
was catitiously positive about this contest. 
He respected the coaching expertise of 
Marty Schottenheimer so much that he 
had changed 70 percent of his game plan 
from the first meeting, which the Broncos 
had won, 26-9. He knew Schottenheimer 
was too good not to adjust, and too driven 
not to draw from the Chargers, losers of 
three of their last four games, a much- 
improved performance. 

“If we can protect and run ehough,” 
Shanahan said last Friday, “we can do something against their second- 
ary.’ He knew the Chargers would be starting two suspect corners, 
rookie Quentin Jammer and journeyman Alex Molden. But that would 
mean quarterback Steve Beuerlein, substituting a second straight week 
for injured Brian Griese, would need a superior effort. “I wouldn't be 
surprised if he played exceptionally well,” said Shanahan. 

This was such an important game for both teams, tied at 7-4 with 
the Raiders atop the AFC West. They each were coming off deflating 
losses; the Chargers had lost badly in Miami and the Broncos in over- 
time at home to the Colts. In a league so closely matched, there was 
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not much time to stop the decline, which put added strain not only on. 


game plans, but also on the recovery ability of the players. 
But this was a rematch so very much slanted toward Schottenheimer 
and the Chargers. He was one of the few coaches who has held serve 
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Beating a division rival is hard enough. Doing it 
a second time is harder. When Broncos coach 
Mike Shanahan revised his winning game plan 


WwW WL OLW oLL 
Raiders 3 1 ase aye: 
Broncos 13 5 7 4 | 
Total 16 «6 8 bie al 


The second time around 


Both Mike Shanahan and Marty 
Schottenheimer have enjoyed great 
success when facing a division rival 
for the second time in a season. 

Shanahan has been involved in 36 
home-and-home regular-season 
series as head coach of the Raiders 
and Broncos, including one against 
San Diego this year. Only 12 times 
has his team lost the rematch. 
Schottenheimer has coached 60 such 
series with the Browns, Chiefs, 
Redskins and Chargers, and only 21 
times has his team lost the rematch. 

The chart shows each coach's 
record in home-and-home series. 
(WW: won both games; WL: won, then 
lost; LW: lost, then won; LL: lost both.) 


Schottenheimer 


WW WL LW LL 
Browns 7 2 5 1 
Chiefs Jl 09) 3 7h 
Redskins 1 1 1 1 
Chargers 0 0 1 0 
Total 29) 125 6 HON 19 


Shanahan and Schottenheimer 
have coached five home-and-home 
regular-season matchups against 
each other, splitting the 10 games. 
Until this year, all those matchups 
involved Broncos vs. Chiefs. Here are 
the winning teams each of those 
seasons. ° 
Chiefs, Chiefs 
Chiefs, Broncos 
Broncos, Chiefs 
Broncos, Broncos 
Broncos, Chargers 

—Steve Gietschier 


Beuerlein, whose 
two misfires would 
derail Denver, gets 

knocked down by 

Jason Fisk. 
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against Shanahan; in 11 games before this season, 
Schottenheimer’s teams had won six. In four years of 
head-to-head division meetings during his time as 
Chiefs coach, each had swept a series and split the 
other two. Now, he was getting the Broncos at home, 
with the Denver defense deteriorating weekly. 

“When you play a team the second time, you are 
playing history more than strategy,’ says Giants gen- 
eral manager Ernie Accorsi. “Players know how hard 
it is to sweep a team, especially if they are decent. 
There is no mystique involved because you know 
each other so well. Then things turn on such key 
things, like adjustments. And both these coaches are 
great at that.” 

That’s what Shanahan was seeking as he walked 
into the locker room. He needed to find something 
in his incredibly detailed game plan to change the 
tempo of the afternoon and give his players a chance. 

What he couldn't control ultimately was the play 
of Beuerlein, the major reason why the Chargers 
would come away with a dynamic 30-27 overtime 
victory. 


hanahan was happy when Schottenheimer 
returned to the NFL last season to coach 
the Redskins. “It was good to have him 
back—but out of the AFC,” he says, laugh- 
ing. Now Schottenheimer is not only back 
in the AFC but once again in Denver's 
division, renewing a rivalry with 
Shanahan that has always pushed the depths of his 
creative juices. 

When it comes to playing division rivals twice 
annually, Shanahan is a contrarian. He doesn’t con- 
sider it particularly troublesome. “I look at what we 
have done with Seattle, the Chargers and the 
Raiders, and we have gotten those guys lots of 
times,” he says. “It shouldn't be that hard to win both 
games. You get used to it after a while. Once you 
have a game plan for the first game, it doesn’t mat- 
ter if you play them again in five or six weeks. You 
are going to draw up a different plan anyway.” 

Shanahan could dare to think out of the box. He 
has had impressive success within his division— 
except against Kansas City, including his four years 
against Schottenheimer. Before this season, 
Shanahan had swept Seattle (now in the NEC West), 
San Diego and Oakland a combined 12 times, losing 
twice just once and splitting 11 times in eight years. 
But Schottenheimer, well, he was different. 

That was the reason the days of preparation for 
this game were a bit more intense for Shanahan. 
Schottenheimer has been and remains a massive 
barrier. “The adrenaline flows a little quicker against 
him,” Shanahan says. “The guys you respect, who 
have been in the business, you always like to beat a 
little bit more. You know how much they work at it 
and so you have to work just as hard to compete. 
You want to play the best and beat the best, and that 
includes Marty.” 

Schottenheimer’s defenses are among the least 
complicated in the league to diagnose and antici- 
pate. They epitomize the essence of the man himself; 
strong, tough, well-prepared, bold enough to say, 
“OK, this is what we do and we do it well, so try and 
beat us. If you are man enough.” Those defenses also 
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have been dominant. Eight times they have been 
ranked in the top 10 overall and nine times among 
the top 10 scoring defenses. They succeed because 
his players are disciplined, execute their assignments 
and, when performing at a high level, rarely are out 
of position and rarely give up big plays. : 

Shanahan is the mad plotter offensive yin to 
Schottenheimer’s careful defensive yang. There is no 
predictability about the Broncos’ offense from game 
to game, except that it will be creative and inten- 
tionally different from the last time you played 
Denver. The aim is to keep the defense off-balance, 
to create a moment's hesitation that gives you an 
edge. The plays may not be different, but the forma- 
tions and personnel groupings will be, aimed at 
generating confusion. And just as Schottenheimer’s 
approach has worked, Shanahan too has been wild- 
ly successful. His offenses have been ranked in the 
top five five times, and his 1998 team’s 596 points 
(including the postseason) rank sixth all-time. 

When Shanahan sat down last Monday to begin 
work on his game plan for the Chargers, he first 
reviewed the tape of their initial meeting, October 6 
in Denver. It was beautiful to behold. The prettiness 
came mostly from the first half, when the Broncos 
gained 292 yards—Griese completed 13 straight at 
one point—outscored the Chargers, 19-0, and limit- 
ed Tomlinson, then the league’s No. 1 rusher, to 38 
yards. San Diego had won its 
first four games and was the 
talk of the NEL, but was so 
thoroughly dominated that 
Tomlinson carried just once 
after intermission and _fin- 
ished with a mere 48 yards in 
the 26-9 defeat. 

“For a half, it was one of 
those games where every- 
thing you do works, where it 
is as good as you can play,” 
Shanahan says. The Broncos 
had taken advantage of play- 
ing at home. They decided 
to give the Chargers’ defense, 
then ranked third in the 
league but without ihjured 
linebacker Junior Seau, a 
new look. For the first time in the season, they 
employed a modified version of a no-huddle. Griese 
would call two plays in the huddle, they'd run both, 
then huddle again. It made it difficult for the 
Chargers to substitute personnel, forcing them to 
stay with unwanted matchups. 

“You can do that at home,” says Shanahan. “You 
aren't dealing with crowd noise and you can get an 
extra half-second on the snap, which really is an 
advantage.” And the Broncos added to the confusion 
with another twist. They frequently motioned into 
an empty backfield, again something they had not 
been doing. The resulting spread offense created 
some uncertainty in San Diego's coverages, which 
weren't corrected until the second half, 

On the Broncos’ second play of the ganie, receiv- 
er Ed McCaffrey caught a quick pass from Griese 
and turned it into a 69-yard touchdown. It was 
enough to concern Schottenheimer, a zone coach by 
nature who now grew conservative. He opted to 
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Shanahan added only 10 new pass plays 
to his San Diego game plan but changed 
his formations and personnel packages. 


keep his team in cover 2 and 3 zone alignments, 
which made more big plays harder. But it also 
opened the underneath area for Denver's dink-and- 
dunk attack. And rookie halfback Clinton Portis, 
with 61 of his 102 yards in the first half, helped neu- 
tralize the pass rush of the Chargers’ front four. 

But it would be counterproductive to admire the 
handiwork of this victory for too long. That is the 
cruelty of game-planning for a rematch against 
Schottenheimer. To take the first game plan and 
make a few tweaks would not be enough. 

So began the educated guesswork, the reading 
of Schottenheimer’s mind, the experience of all 
the games against this one coach. Because they are 
so familiar with the Chargers’ personnel, the 
Broncos’ offensive staff saved 10 hours of normal 
game planning. That time went instead to more 
scheme devising. A breakdown of San Diego’s pre- 
vious five games revealed that Schottenheimer had 
begun blitzing more out of a two-deep zone, up 
from 10 percent in October to 25 to 30 percent 
now. But most of the percentages remained about 
the same: This was still a mostly zone defense that 
maybe would play man coverage 20 percent of the 
time, if that. 

By week’s end, when the entire plan was 
completed, it hardly resembled anything the 
Broncos had studied in October. Other than 10 
passing plays devised solely 
for the Chargers—there 
were 92 passing calls in the 
game plan—the rest of the 
plays would not be new. But 
what had changed were the 
formations from which 
they would be run and, in 
some cases, the personnel 
packages that would exe- 
cute them. Schottenheimer, 
the Broncos’ coaches 
hoped, would use the bulk 
of his practice preparation 
to fix what was broke in 
October. So if the Broncos 
executed the new game 
plan correctly, the Chargers 
would see many different 
twists for the first time on Sunday that they might 
not immediately recognize and neutralize. And 
maybe that would be enough to create the hesitation 
needed for the offense to gain an edge. 

It took Shanahan 20 hours to take the essence of 
his plan and moye it onto his game card, which he 
keeps with him on the sideline. It contained his best 
plays against every manner of Chargers defense, 
even ones such as the old Bear scheme (46 defense) 
that San Diego rarely uses. Even though 
Schottenheimer had never drastically changed his 
defensive approach for any game against Shanahan, 
Denver still could take no chances. 

In the first 15 scripted plays, the Broncos would 
test the Chargers with one dramatic change in par- 
ticular. For the first time in 2002, they would put 
one receiver on one side of the formation and three 
receivers on the other side. If San Diego reacted 
poorly, the Broncos had a dozen plays they could 
run from the set. They also would employ an empty 
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backfield as in the first game, but the package had 
been changed drastically with a fullback and run- 
ning back joining Rod Smith and McCaffrey as 
receivers. Missing would be the modified no-hud- 
dle; it would not work on the road. 

The aim was to put pressure on the Chargers’ 
cornerbacks. Ryan McNeil, San Diego’s premier 
corner, was injured. The Broncos’ coaches believe 
McNeil is one of the league's best, and intentionally 
shy away from throwing many passes his way. But 
these young corners had to be tested; now Beuerlein 
could be balanced to either side, even if 
Schottenheimer chose to protect his corners by 
rarely using man coverage. 

But before they could exploit the secondary, the 
Broncos first had to attempt to slow down the front 
four, This was the one’ matchup area of concern for 
Shanahan. “I don’t know if I have to run the ball 
enough to give us a chance to throw it. That is going 
to be key,’ he says on Friday. So Denver would mix 
in screens and draws along with Portis runs to 
counter the pass rush and give Beuerlein the time he 


Tomlinson, who 
ran for a team- 
record 220 yards, 
trades facemask 
shots with 
Tyrone Poole. 


needed to throw successfully. Shanahan tells his 
offensive players that patience will win this game, 
that he anticipates the Chargers working hard to 
reduce big plays, that long, consistent drives will be 
the formula for domination. 


t halftime, the Broncos’ coaches quickly 
assessed their options. They had to help 
the defense, which had been on the field 
almost 19 minutes as the Chargers ran off 
17 more plays than Denver did. The 
league’s No. 1 rushing defense already had 
yielded 137 yards to Tomlinson, including 
a 76-yard cut-back sprint, and was ready to crack 
wide open. And San Diego, with Seau on the field, 
had dealt fairly effectively with a full load of empty- 
backfield sets from the Broncos; not even Portis and 
fullback Mike Anderson lining up as receivers had 
befuddled the Chargers. Schottenheimer had 
sprung no surprises; his team, both on offense and 
defense, simply was executing splendidly. 


The Broncos tried to change the tempo of the game in the third quarter when they switched to their 


own version of Martyball with Portis lined up alone in the backfield behind Beuerlein. 


“Tt wasn't really difficult to adjust to what Denver 
was doing for the simple fact that’s what we prac- 
ticed,” says Chargers safety Rodney Harrison. “From 
the first game, we knew they were going to come out 
in a lot of spread or empty. We worked all week on it 


- and it was something that we really focused on, some- 


thing that we were really prepared for, and when we 
got the opportunity, we took care of business.” 

Shanahan decided in the locker room to switch to 
his own version of Martyball. “We thought it would 
be a good ‘changeup for us—to help us knock them 
off the ball and change the tempo of the game,” says 
Shanahan. “It was a way to get Portis the ball with- 
out them having eight in the box.” So the Broncos 
spent most of the third quarter lined up with Portis 
alone in the backfield, just one receiver split wide, 
and three extra blockers, including two tight ends, 
along the line. 

Shanahan’s game card had a limited package for 
this alignment, but he was convinced there were 
enough plays to be effective. And, for a good part of 
the second half, he was right. 

Denver erased the Chargers’ 24-17 halftime lead 
with a 22-yard touchdown pass from Beuerlein to 
running back Reuben Droughns on its opening pos- 
session of the third quarter, a period in which the 
Broncos outgained San Diego, 121-26, and ran off 
four more plays. Now the tempo was under their 
control for the first time. This resurgence was catch- 
ing; suddenly the defense, which gave up 24 points 
in the second quarter, forced two punts in the third, 
including one to end the quarter. 

“They got that (run package) from the film last 
week,” says Chargers rookie linebacker Ben Leber. 
“They knew we were susceptible to opening up our 
gaps and getting out of our responsibilities. “Hey, we 
are going to stretch those guys out and leave it upon 
their backs to find a hole? They ran ‘boots’ and play- 
actions off of it, so it was a good package for them.” 

But on the first play of the fourth quarter, 
Beuerlein’s slant pass to a wide-open Smith was 
behind him. The ball bounced off Smith’s arms and 
was intercepted by Molden and returned eight yards 
to the Denver 30, That set up a 40-yard Steve 
Christie field goal for a 27-24 margin. Then on 
Denver's ensuing possession, Beuerlein forced a hor- 
rible pass into double coverage, and that too was 
intercepted. And he took a sack on the next series, 


stalling that possession. 

Only Christie’s adventures gave Denver any hope. 
In the first half, he had missed from 42 yards. Now 
he missed from 49. The Broncos countered with a 
53-yard, 11-play drive in which Portis picked up 29 
yards. But on a third-and-5 from the San Diego 7, 
Beuerlein dropped back and immediately locked 
onto Smith, never scanning the field. If he had, he 
would have found his fullback wide open in the flat. 
Instead of a touchdown, his pass to Smith was 
knocked away, and Jason Elam’s field goal tied it, 27- 
27, with 1:39 left in the game. 

In overtime, Tomlinson again became dominant. 
Following a Denver punt, he ran four straight times, 
picking up 40 yards, only to see Christie’s 38-yard 
attempt blocked. Now it was the Broncos’ turn; in six 
plays, including completions of 19 and 16 yards, they 
were on the San Diego 34. But Elam’s 53-yard try was 
wide left badly. That sucked any remaining freshness 
from the Broncos’ defense, which caved” under 
Tomlinson’s relentless talent. He carried six times 
around a 20-yard completion from Drew Brees to 
Stephen Alexander and Christie finished things off 
with a 27-yard field goal 11:59 into the extra period. 

Tomlinson rushed for a franchise-record 220 
yards, and had another 51 yards on 11 catches. He 
was the centerpiece of this day’s successful 
Martyball, which included no turnovers (to 
Denver's three, including a first-half Beuerlein fum- 
ble) and just one penalty. All this from an offense 
that was scoring only a touchdown a game the last 
month. It was the Chargers’ third overtime win, and 
the Broncos’ second straight loss in overtime—and 
their third of any kind in the last four weeks. 

Denver rushed the ball as well as it had hoped, 
with Portis gaining 159 yards on 23 carries. But it 
could not make up for Beuerlein’s mistakes. “My two 
picks came on plays that were as safe as any we have 
in the playbook,” says Beuerlein. “One of my goals 
was to turn this over (to Griese) in good shape, and 
I haven't done that.” 

Shanahan’s normally ruddy face was ashen. On 
Monday, he would begin work on another game 
plan. But for now, the pain was obvious. “It chews 
you apart,’ he says, TSN 


E-mail senior writer Paul Attner at 


pattner@ sportingnews.com. 


Decemper 9, 2002 35 


@ Atlanta is ona 
roll, and if the 
Falcons continue 
building their 
momentum this 
Sunday in Tampa, 
then you have to 
believe this team 
is capable of just 
about anything. 
The Falcons are far 
from the most tal- 
ented NFL team, 
but quarterback 
Michael Vick just 
might be able to 
overcome any 
deficiencies this 
team has. 


Marty Booker 
of the Bears is the 
best receiver 
nobody knows © 
about. He’s a 
complete player 
who does every- 
thing well. Despite 
being a big, physi- 
Cal receiver, 
Booker has the 
burst to get by 
defenders. The 
only receiver in the 
NFC who is clearly 
superior to Booker 
this year is San 
Francisco's 

Terrell Owens. _ 
@ The Eagles are 
proof that a sound 
system and good 
coaching are as 
valuable as top- 
end athleticism. 
The absence of 
Donovan McNabb 
eventually might 
catch up with 
Philly, but coach 
Andy Reid and 
coordinator Brad 
Childress are 
doing a fantastic 
job of planning 
without McNabb 
while upholding 
the integrity of 
their offensive 
system. 


dpompei @ sportingnews.com 


Injuries are a pain, but 
less so to the Packers 


ow that 
December “ 
is upon us, 
many NFL 
teams 
resemble 

the grass 
fields on which they 
often play. That is, there 
isn’t much left of them. 

With a little help from 
a partial resodding and 
an underground heating 
system, green grass still 
covered the playing sur- 
face in Green Bay on 
Sunday, oblivious to the 
snow flurries, biting 
winds and temperatures 
that make the ball so dif- 
ficult to grasp. The team 
that plays on this 
Kentucky bluegrass, 
interestingly enough, has 
been just as resilient. 

On Sunday, the 
Packers clinched the 
inaugural NFC North 
championship with a 
victory over the Bears, 
who had won the final 
NFC Central crown a 
year ago. At this point 
last season, both teams 
were 9-3. The Packers are 
9-3 again, but the Bears 
are 3-9, their season 
ruined by a plague of 
injuries. Thirteen 
Chicago players have 
missed 44 starts because of injuries. Green 
Bay’s injury situation is almost identical— 
12 players have missed 46 starts—but the 
Packers are set up to overcome injuries, 
and are doing it remarkably well. 

Of course, much of the Packers’ ability 
to overcome injuries is because of the 
great Brett Favre. The Packers are playing 
their second choice at two positions on the 
offensive line, and their third choice at 
another. Similar scenarios would cripple 
most offenses. But it really doesn’t affect 


La 


The Packers overcome manpower issues with a solid 
defensive foundation—plus the enduring hand of Favre. 


Favre, who never has played behind a pre- 
mium line. 

Running back Ahman Green needs the 
offensive line more because, as one NEC 
personnel director points out, Green is the 
type of back who doesn’t create his own 
crease. But the Packers’ coaching staff 
helps Green by calling plays that create 
space, such as quick hits against spread- 
out defenses, draws and screens. 

Coordinator Ed Donatell helps his 
defense overcome attrition by giving it a 


PHOTOS BY MORRY GASH // AP 


solid foundation of coverages and fronts, 
and never veering much from these. “If 
anybody has a foundation, it helps you 
through the times when you play replace- 
ment players,’ Donatell says. “They get 
consistent messages.” 

Says Packers safety Darren Sharper: 
“The stuff we come into the game with, 
we practice extremely hard during the 
week so everybody is comfortable with 
what we're doing. Overall, our defense 
doesn’t do anything that’s real complex.” 

The Packers are very reliant on a cover- 
age scheme they call Seven Slice. It doesn’t 
matter which team the Packers are play- 
ing, what formation they are facing or 
who is missing from Green Bay’s lineup, 
the scheme remains. It is the Packers’ 
defensive signature, and they use it more 
than any team in football. 

“It’s a different look that you don’t ever 
see except against them, and it confuses 
quarterbacks,’ Bears quarterback Jim 
Miller says. “We've lost some games against 
them because our guys didn’t block the 
right players in that scheme. ... Donatell 
does a really good job in the things he asks 
them to do. He’s very underrated.” 

In Seven Slice, the Packers walk up safe- 
ty Marques Anderson on the weak side. 
Sharper backs up and plays in a quarter 
zone along with the cornerback lined up 
on Sharper’s side. The corner on the other 
side of the field is responsible for the other 
half of the field. At the snap, Packers 
defenders are in a position to do a variety 
of things because they have an extra player 
in the box. : 

Nobody enjoys losing starters because 
of injuries, but the Packers try to find 
gains in their losses. “A new combination 
stimulates your thinking,” Donatell says. 
“This is where you can separate yourself. If 
you can adjust, you keep going.” 

The Packers offset the loss of left tackle 
Chad Clifton against the Bears by having 
his replacement, converted center Mike 
Flanagan, pull quite a bit. On one such 
play, Green followed the lead of a pulling 
Flanagan for a 29-yard gain on a drive 
that produced a touchdown. The Packers 
rarely assigned Clifton to pull because 
he isn’t nearly as mobile as Flanagan. 

When the Packers were missing defen- 
sive ends Vonnie Holliday and Kabeer 
Gbaja-Biamila against the Panthers, they 
used a package with only three down line- 
men. After Favre was knocked out in the 
game against Washington, the Packers 
took more chances on defense in the 
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second half, calling for more blitzes that 
resulted in three sacks of Redskins quar- 
terback Patrick Ramsey. ' 

It also helps that the Packers try to 
make their players interchangeable to a 
degree. The team’s philosophy on defense 
is to use a lot of players, so it’s not like 
Green Bay has to call on a lot of guys who 
never before saw the field. 

NFL-ready rookies can ease the pain of 
a lot of injuries. After Green injured a 
knee against the Bears, undrafted rookie 
free agent Tony Fisher rushed for 91 yards 
and a touchdown. 

Anderson, the Packers’ third-round pick 
(92nd overall), has four interceptions, two 
touchdowns, seven passes defensed and 
two fumble recoveries. On the other hand, 
Roosevelt Williams, the first of the Bears’ 
two third-round picks (72nd overall), has 
been of little help to the Bears despite 
their injuries at cornerback. Both teams 
are getting relief from rookie defensive 
ends—the Packers from fifth-round pick 
Aaron Kampman and the Bears from 
fourth-round pick Alex Brown. 

Injuries are like gray hairs—eventually 
they will show up. But to this point, the 
Packers have hidden theirs quite well. TSN 


(S See which teams Dan Pompei and 
3 other TSN experts like in games down 
the stretch and through the postseason by 
ordering Pro Football Matchups at 


www.sportingnews.com/nfl/matchups, — 
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DAN POMPE! ANSI Bol 
I want to know who you think are the best 
color commentators today. 


Earl Noble, Iksan, South Korea 


Earl: | think Phil Simms is the best in 
the business now. He’s always well- 
prepared, well-spoken and insightful. 
Brian Baldinger also is outstanding, and it 
has nothing to do with the fact that he 
does some moonlighting for THE SporTING 
News. If his name were more well known, 
everyone would be raving about 
Baldinger. His understanding of the game 
and his ability to communicate it are as 
good as anyone's. I also like Troy 
Aikman/Cris Collinsworth, Daryl 
Johnston, Tim Green and Bill Maas. The 
best of all probably is Matt Millen. ’'m 
looking forward to hearing him describe 
games again next year. 


Ozzie Newsome’s new deal se 
with the Ravens is signifi- 

cant because it ensures 

Baltimore will have a sta- 
ble transition when the 
ownership of the team 
passes from Art Modell to 
Steve Bisciotti after the 
2003 season. Now, New- 
some and coach Brian 
Billick both are under 
through the 
transition. Even though 
the words “general man- 
ager” were added to his 
title, Newsome’s respon- 
sibilities haven’t changed. 
Newsome has final say on 
personnel decisions, 
which he already had, but 
he still doesn’t have the 
authority to hire and fire 
the head coach. ... The 
recent heart-to-heart bet- 
ween Fox broadcaster 
Jimmy Johnson and Cow- 
boys owner Jerry Jones 
won't lead to Johnson 
coaching the Cowboys 
again. But it could help 
pave the way for Miami offensive coordinator Norv 
Turner to return at some point to Dallas as the new 
coach. Turner and Johnson remain the best of 
friends, and now that Johnson and Jones are on 
good terms, it would be easier for Jones to make a 
bid for the Cowboys’ former offensive coordinator, 
... Peyton Manning is the poster child for staying in 
school, but there is a chance his brother Eli could 
break the family tradition and leave Mississippi after 
his junior season. NFL sources say Peyton’s and Eli’s 
father, Archie, has been talking with teams to gauge 
his son’s value. Problems at Ole Miss have the 
Mannings thinking Eli could be better off in the 
NFL. The younger Manning is considered a first- 
round pick, but Eli isn’t rated as highly as Peyton 


contract 


The threat of retirement was merely a way 
for Westbrook to get out of Cincinnati. 


was rated going into the 1998 draft. Eli has a better 
arm and more mobility, but he might not have 
Peyton’s intangibles, and those are what make 
Peyton one of the league’s 
best. ... Although it was 
kept quiet at the time, 
WR Michael Westbrook 
first asked to be released 
by the Bengals in early 
October. He was unhappy 
with a lack of playing 
time, and wasn’t comfort- 
able in the organization 
after signing with Cin- 
cinnati as a free agent. 
Last week, Westbrook told 
the Bengals he would 
retire if they didn’t cut 
him, and then he skipped 
a practice. The Bengals 
finally granted West- 
brook’s wish by releasing 
him, and he now has no 
intentions of retiring. ... 
Miami always seems to be 
looking for upgrades on 
the offensive line, and that 
won't change after this 
Look for the 
Dolphins to make a push 
to get stronger at guard in 
the offseason. That might 
include signing a veteran 
free agent as well as adding a player through the 
draft. ... After getting off to a rough start with new 
coach Jon Gruden, RT Kenyatta Walker, Tampa's 
2001 first-round pick, has redeemed himself. Wal- 
ker’s play has picked up, and he is endearing himself 
to the coach by playing through some injuries. And 
for the most part, Walker is handling his frustrations 
well, saying and doing the right things. ... Many 
people have the Bears penciled in for a quarterback 
in the first round of the draft, and that is a strong 
possibility. But with. the poor play of second-year 
RB Anthony Thomas, don’t discount the Bears select- 
ing a running back in the first round. The team has a 
fine tradition of quality running backs, and the Bears 
never have been a quarterback-driven team. 
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Official business 


I get held a lot. The guy I’m block- 
ing probably feels the same way 
(although he’s wrong). And neither 
of us is shy about alerting the officials 
to the other’s transgressions. 

If it’s not me, it’s at least one line- 
man on each team complaining > 
about holding, illegal hands to the 
face, neutral-zone infraction, some- 
thing. We yell; we plead; we do any- 
thing it takes to get the official to 
throw the flag. To his credit, he'll give -© 
it right back at us. 

“He was holding me!” I scream. 
“Didn't you see that?” 

“That was not holding,” he responds. “He wasn’t 
holding you long enough. I was watching that play.” 
Or he says, “I didn’t see it; I didn’t see it.” Well, at least 
they’re honest. : ; 

I do my share of complaining. I figure that if I keep 
banging on it, they'll call it eventually. Of course, if I 
draw attention to my matchup, the one time I actually 


The senior class features only one bona fide first-round 
defensive end, but it makes up for the lack of top-end talent 
with many prospects who figure to be taken in the second 
through fourth rounds. 

1, Jerome McDougle, 6-4, 267, Miami. An athletic, 
strong playmaker who beats blockers on the edge. Knows 
how to play with leverage. Is very quick. Can change direc- 
tions. Uses his hands well. Is relentless in pursuit. 

2. Michael Haynes, 6-3, 260, Penn State. Has come on 
strong as a senior. A consistent player who can speed 
rush. Uses his hands well. Has the physical tools to keep 
developing. ‘ 

3. Alonzo Jackson, 6-4, 256, Florida State. An explosive 
end who plays with great effort. Has improved his stock 
greatly. Is quick enough to blow by tackles. Has enough 
strength to play the run. 

4. Chris Kelsay, 6-4, 265, Nebraska. A typical Nebraska 
end—a big, strong player with athleticism. Goes all out and 
uses solid technique. Can play right end. Isn’t the most 
explosive pass rusher. 

5. Kenny King, 6-3, 274, Alabama. A very good athlete 
who can run. Has a nice, well-rounded set of skills. Had 
improved this season before getting injured. Could be more 
physical. Also can play tackle. 

6. Nick Eason, 6-3, 288, Clemson, Has a feel for rushing 
the passer and has the size to play the run. A solid, consis- 
tent player. Has potential to improve. Isn't special at 


When pleading doesn’t work, 
Gruttadauria uses his ‘sugar guns.’ 


may hold is the moment the umpire is staring at me, ~ 
and my plan backfires. I’m not saying this tactic doesn’t 
have flaws. 

That’s why I know when to pull out the sugar guns, 
which I’d rather do anyway. It could be small talk, just 
making conversation and being nice. 
I do this mostly during TV timeouts, 
when we're standing on the field, 
killing time. I once spotted an official 
who had worked the Super Bowl. I 
knew this because before the game, I 
did my homework. “I saw you in 
\ Super Bowl 35,” I said. “You have to 
have some pretty good grades to get 
- ajob like that.” The guy smiled and 
~ said, “Yeah, it was exciting.” That was 
; ; __ it, but he had to be thinking, “Wow, 

; nove he remembers me from the Super 
cae ~ 7) Bowl. What a good kid.” That might 
mean squat, but you never know. 

Or, I could compliment a specific 
call. “Nice call,” I say. “That took a 
good eye to see it from way over there.” Even if he doesn’t 
say much, I know he appreciates it. If the call goes my way 
next time, carve another notch in the sugar gun. Hey, I’m 
not looking for fairness. I’m just looking for an edge. 


E-mail Cardinals center Mike Gruttadauria at 
mgruttadauria @ sportingnews.com. 


anything but is 
pretty good at 
everything. 

7. Cory 
Redding, 6-4, 
279, Texas. A 
functional athlete 
who plays hard. Is 
quick off the ball. 
Has the strength 
to hold the point 
and stop the run. 
Doesn’t have 
special speed. 
Instincts are 
suspect. 

8. Calvin Pace, 
6-4, 264, Wake 
Forest. An athletic 
speed rusher with 
a lot of potential. Has a knack for getting to the quarterback. 
Must improve technique and play with more intensity. 

9. Brandon Green, 6-3, 250, Rice. An edge rusher who 
has upped his stock. Has a chance to keep improving. Plays 
with quickness and strength. Doesn’t have ideal size. Could 
be a situational rusher. 

10. Andrew Williams, 6-3, 255, Miami. Has initial 
quickness and a feel for rushing the passer. |s pretty good 
athletically. Has some nice moves. Sometimes is slow 
getting off blocks. 


B 
= 
2 
2 
Ss 
5 
Z 


(, Who's rising? Who's falling? Get the latest analysis 
hk and rankings by subscribing to Draft Central at 


http://ultimate.sportingnews.com/nfl/dratt. 


by THE WAR ROOM 


a a > 


~~ 


Hopkins § <(v: .) 


Taking a 250-pound defensive 
end with the 11th pick in the 2002 
draft was a risk, but that risk is 
paying off handsomely for the 
Colts. After spending most of train- 
ing camp and the first half of the 
season adjusting to the size and 
nuances of the NFL as a situation- 
al pass rusher, Dwight Freeney has 
taken over as the team’s starting 
right end. 

There never has been any 
question about Freeney’s speed 
and ability to rush the passer off 
the edge. At Syracuse, he tallied a 
school-record 1714 sacks as a 
senior. But size and the ability to } 
hold up against the run remain 
concerns with Freeney, who has 
bulked up a bit (he’s listed at 268 
now) since entering the NFL. 

In Hopkins, Freeney will be fac- 
ing the Titans’ most consistent 
lineman this season. After an off 
season a year ago, Hopkins, 32, 
has returned to his Pro Bowl-form 
of 2000. Hopkins owns a 37- 
pound and two-inch size advan- 
tage over Freeney, and playing 
Sunday's game on grass will help 
to neutralize Freeney’s speed 
advantage. 

The Titans will attempt to run at 
Freeney early in the game, hoping 
to wear him down. But if Hopkins 
has a weakness, it is that he wears 
down late in games. Look for 
Hopkins to keep Freeney in check 
for most of the first three quarters 
and for Freeney to make a big 
impact in the fourth, when Hopkins 
will begin to tire against his 
younger, more energized opponent. 


The War Room, a team of football 
scouts, analyzes NEL and college players, 
coaches and teams exclusively 
for THE Sporting News. 
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PASSING ; 
* Pct. Yards Avg. Yd, TD Pet. Pct. 
Att. Comp. Comp. Gained Gained Pass TD Int. Int Points 
Bulger, StL. 173 113 65.3 1496 865 12 69 4 2.3 106.0 
Pennington, NYJ 245 172 70.2 1923 785 11 45 5 20 998 
Gannon, Oak. 463 319 68.9 3535 7.63 22 48 9 19 991 
Green, K.C. 345 221 64.1 2806 813 20 58 11 3.2 954 
Bledsoe, Buf 459 291 63.4 3514 7.66 21 4.6 9 2.0 93.9 
Brady, N.E. 464 300 64.7 3093 6.67 24 52 11 24 914 
be ee os fone Maddox, Pit. 234 147 62.8 1872 8.00 16 68 11 4.7 91.0 
Hotes HG. as 132 42 13 |  B.dohnson, 8, 379° 234 61.7 2520 665 18 47 6 16 905 
Henry, Bul 238 1108 47 11 ,G.B. + 420 263 626 2957 7.04 22 5.2 12 29 89.2 
McAllister, NO. 232 1049 45 10 Hasselbeck, Sea. 258 165 64.0 1802 6.98 9 3.5 5 1.9 88.0 
J.Lewis,Bal, 236 1044 44 5 Vick, Atl. 280 161 57.5 1994 7.12 10 36 3 1.1 87.1 
Dillon, Cin, 244 1018 42 7 Griese, Den. 358 238 66.5 2603 7.27 13 3.6 11 31 87.1 
Taylor, Jac. 228 1008 44 6 Garcia, S.F. 397 248 62.5 2640 6.65 16 4.0 8 20 869 
Portis, Den. 192 995 5.2 9 McNabb, Phi, 361 211 58.4 2289 634 17 4.7 6 1.7 86.0 
Bennett, Min. 184 os 54 4 Fiedler, Mia. 185 117 63.2 1304 7.05 9 49 7 38 846 
Bree ee boo game 48 | | McNair Ten, 402 250 62.2 2751 684 20 5.0 14 35 845 
Stewart, De. 195 910 47 4 Kitna, Cin. 319 208 65.2 2194 688 13 4.1 11 3.4 843 
Faulk,StL. 173 845 49 8 Brooks, N.0 401 225 56.1 2846 7.10 23 57 13 3.2 840 
Smith, Dal 198 834 42 3 Brunell, Jac 351 204 58.1 2378 677 13 3.7 6 1.7 840 
George, Ten. 244 822 34 7 Miller, Chi. 302 177 586 1935 641 13 4.3 8 26 80.9 
Staley, Phi 192 783 41 2 Collins, NYG 423 257 60.8 3049 7.21 12 28 13 31 79.4 
A. Smith, NE 196 782 4.0 4 Brees, S.D. 372 232 62.4 2323 6.24 12 3.2 12 32 77.4 
Hearst, S.F. 164 781 48 7 Redman, Ba 182 97 533 1034 568 7 38 3 16 761 
peal nal Sea. 209 779 37 11 Couch, Cle. 331 202 61.0 2014 6.08 13 39 14 4.2 738 
ames, Ind. 224 778 35 2 
i smith Car, 209-737 38 7 , Car, 260 151 581 1817 699 9 3.5 11 42 735 
Davis, Was 193 726 38 6 Matthews, Was. 237 124 52.3 1251 5.28 11 46 6 25 726 
Thomas, Chi 214 721 34 6 Carter, Dal. 221 125 66.6 1465 663 7 32 8 36 723 
MeN vg) AS ee Gea Se 
pepper, Min, : \ i ; 
SCORING — TOUCHDOWNS Blake, Bal, 172 94 54.7 1061 617 6 35 6 35 704 
Tot. Rush. Pass. Ret. Pts, Carr, Hou. 329 178 54.1 2087 619 9 27 11 33 68.2 
Holmes,KC. 22 19 3 0 132 Warner, St.L 220 144 65.5 1431 6.50 3 1.4 11 5.0 67.4 
Alexander, Sea 13 u 2 0 rs Plummer; Btz 407 214 52.6 2245 552 11 27 17 4.2 605 
omilinson, 5.D. kt 4 i \ 
penne Dae ie te UE Harrington, Det. 391 195 49.9 2142 5.48 11 28 16 41 588 
Henny But J2 Atay ON? 
renay MERE ce PUNT RETURNS PASS RECEIVING 
Owens, S.F. 11) 110: 10) 468 No. Yds. Avg. TDs. No. Yds, Avg. TDs, 
Faulk, StL. 10 8 2 0 60 | Moss,NYJ 16 185 2 | Harrison,ind. 109 1318 12.1 
rtis, Den. 10 9 1 0 60 | Northcutt,Cle. 24 359 150 2 | Ward, Pit, 89 1090 122 11 
M. Williams, Min. 10 10 0 0 60 Wiliams, SF 19 2e4 48 Owens, SF 80 1103 138 19 
aw, Jac. ; loss, Min. 4 
em rrees re | Kien, ees | | Behe et 
f ell, Phi. y jooker, Chi. i 
Akers, Phi. “gare cane St | Rossum, Al. 20-251 126 0 | Moulds,Buf. 73 1043 143 7 
Andersen, K.C. 41/41 21/24 104 PUNTING yee Oak. 73 956 13.1 6 
Longwell, GB. 37/37. -22/27,—«+103 T P. Price, Buf. 72 1020 14.2 9 
Feely, At 34/85° 20/98 100 Net Smith, Den. 70 780 111 4 
Carney, N.O 30/30 21/24 93 No. Avg. Avg. Long Horn, N.O. 66 1058 16.0 7 
Hollis, But. 33/33 20/27 «93:~«| «= Sauerbrun, Car. 76 46.9 40.0 Holmes, K.C. 66 634 96 3 
Gramatica, TB. 25/25 22/29 «9 Hanson, Jac. 59 44.7 37,3 64 | Holt, StL. 65 947 146 2 
Elam, Den. 32/33. 19/27 89 | Moorman, Buf. 47 43.9 36.3 70 | J.Smith, Jac. 65 857 132 5 
Vinatieri, NE. 29/29» 20/22 «9 :'|-~Player,Ariz. © 63 43.7 36.2 58 | Bruce, StL. 64 897 140 5 
Janikowski, Oak. 38/38 16/22 86 | Lechler,Oak. 31 43.5 35.5 70 | Garner, Oak. 64 701 11.0 3 
Nedney, Ten. 25/25 20/24 ~— 85 Tupa, T.B. 7 43.1 35.2 71 Faulk, StL. 64 448 7.0 2 


‘ a TEAM STATISTICS 
For rushing and passing, figure is average per game; for punt and kickoff 
returns, figure is average per return; and for sacks and turnovers, figure is 

season total. Figure in bold is conference-leading total. 

Bushing Passing Yds/Play KMORet PuntRet. Sacks Turnovers 
Of Det Oh _—iDel_~—sOM.—iDel_~=OOM =e, =O SCD «By ~=Ws Opp Own 
ATL 154.5 121.3 1886 2056 54 5.2 229 220 107 36 39 30 (20 18} 
BAL 112.3 106.2 157.2 236.3 46 5.1 206 238 123 102 22 34 24 22 
BUF 1018 1426 2679 1963 56 54 205 227 59 113 24 42 14 16 
Cal 82.7 1204 211.5 2388 47 53 210 223 101 82 25 33 23 24 
CIM 104.4 140.0 (2144 1941 49 55 237 218 41 127 16 25 12 25 
DAL 149.5 105.9 1759 2089 49 48 226 229 63 87 21 39 22 22 
DEN 1348 85.0 2373 2085 56 48 237 222 72 97 29 34 18 20 
DET 91.8 1133 190.0 257.1 46 5.4 229 232 79 51 238 16 19 23 
GB 122.7 127.3 2428 1963 55 52 209 230 46 91 83 22 38 24 
WWD 95.8 126.7 249.1 1631 52 49 200 214 82 
i 192.8 127.7 168 196 120 
159.7 117.4 21.6 21.2 107 
241 224 108 
1242 215 108 
WE ’ 11286 213 97 6. 
nO 114.8 117.2 226.2 287.1 55 53 245 21.3 184 51 29 25 26 23 
WYG 407.5 123.3 2427 1812 53 50 208 215 69 85 25 22 44 20 


WY) 104.6 131.6 206.0 221.0 54 57 263 194 183 77 47 24 49 16 
OAK 


Pal 

PIT 

143.3 108.4 1841 259.8 52 5.7 234° 204 63 121 
SF 142.8 107.9 2198 2381 54 5.6 206 233 149 103 23 
SEA 949 171.7 2888 201.5 54 5.6 295 201 114 121 21 
STL 104.5 101.2 266.9 2016 5.7 5.2 249 241 
1B 87:4 97.4 2173 1548 48 40 237 20.3 102 11.2 38 29 31 18 
TEN 106.7 97.8 2253 2323 51 54 199 192 80 173 28 16 22 23 
WAS 106.1. 119.0 1952 197.6 48 4.9 203 227 418 149 (29 29 18) 27 


$015 22° 19 


7 2111 
22 20° 18 
67 120 SH 32 21 3 


KICKOFF RETURNS INTERCEPTIONS 

No. Yds. Avg. TDs, No. Yds. Long TDs. 
Jenkins, Ariz. 20 559 280 1 Kelly, T.B. 6 69 31 0 
B. Mitchell, Phi. 34 907 26.7 0 Sharper, G.B. 5 148 8st 1 
Morton, NYJ 39 1028 264 2 Wesley, K.C. 9) 21> 450". 0 
Bennett, Cin. 42 1098 26.1 1 McCree, Jac. 5 118 53 0 
Stecker, T.B. 25 631 25.2 0 Edwards, S.D. 5 95 46 1 
Lewis, N.0. 58 1456 251 1 O'Neal, Den. §: 70) 28h 2 
Swinton, Dal. 28 697 249 1 Surtain, Mia. 5) 2576 040 * 1 
Montgomery, Den.15 370 247 0 Schulters, Ten. 5) 56 28 0 
Randle El, Pit. 23 567 24.7 #1 Ross, Dal. AA al 0 
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B. 145 oa Atlanta at Tampa Bay. Michael Vick usually is 
Peppers, Cat 120 78.0 | anightmare for defenses, but the Buccaneers’ 
rece il ang aa unit was up to the challenge in Week 5, shut- 
H. Douglas, Phi. 0.0 760 | ting down and knocking out Vick in a 20-6 win. 
Gbaja-Biamila,G.B. 10.0 69.0 il let the ball For most fantasy football players, 
Arrington, Was, a0 | 490 |) Ne Falbons also wil siupgte to akdct lhe at the regular season ends this week. If 
Pryce, Den. 85 63.0 in the rematch. Tampa Bay’s defensive backs ae Be Fn A es 
ee SE $3 22 | should have no trouble covering Atlanta’s ie Aaa rar Sng = 3 i 
ute, SE 80 $5.0 | _|imited receiving options, allowing the Bucs’ Th aan ae ane a ee 
Posey, Hou. 75 685 | front seven to contain Vick and the Falcons’ oh dere hares) es 
y, ; : : defense/special teams unit. 
reap 73 845 | versatile running game. In the end, big plays FPS eed one ee 
Rucker, Car. 70 46.0 | and turnovers created by the NFL’s top-ranked e aa ee! oe pee 
rag + 40. | defense will make up for the Bucs’ inconsistent = Wee aes ae ore 
Porter, Pit. 70 © 41.0 : Pick: 14, Fal 3. 
Scioli, Ind. 7.0 41.0 pratt: tn is ae wie make or break you. 
ouls at Kansas City. Chiefs coach Dic ‘ 
TOTAL YARDS eee And you might be 
Tot. Rush, Rec, | Vermeil will show his former team that he has surprised to learn 
rel ss 19561302 6% | built an offensive machine similar to the one he how many solid 
R. Williams, Mia. 1585 1284 301 +| helped construct in St. Louis. Rams coach Mike options are available 
Henry, Bu 4406 1108298 Martz’s offense will thrive against the Chiefs’ on your waiver Wire. 
Gamer, Oak. 6 1378 S77. 701 porous pass defense. But, by featuring a heavy Is your current unit a 
cAllister, N.O, P 
J.Lewis, Bal. 1340 1044 296 dose of NFL touchdown leader Priest Holmes, dud? Check your 
raion ee a Se the Chiefs will have the edge in ball control and league’s scoring sys- 
n, G, . ~ , 
Harrison, ind 1326 os 131 8 play aoa Keep-away to win this shootout. tem, then look into 
iu J ~! : . 
pillon, cin’ 1261 «1018-243 | PGK: Chiefs $1, Rams 27, the numbers for 
Bennet, Min Es se 244 | Indianapolis at Tennessee. The Colts have Atlanta, St. Louis, 
Ward, Pi. : 1223 133 19090 won four consecutive games since losing at Washington and Houston, in that 
ley, Phi. * 3 
Alexander, Sea. 1196 779 417 | home to the Titans in Week 9 and will push the order. 
Stewart, Det Bi 310 me streak to five in the rematch. With Indy’s And then, consider these 
Hearst’SF 1069 ~«781~« aan | funning game back on track and the pass- compelling matchups for Week 14: 
Horn, N.O. 1060 2 +1058 | catch combination of Peyton Manning and Falcons at Buccaneers. Michael 
James, ind. 1052 778 274 : Seis ; ay 
Moulds, Buf. 1043 0 1043 | Marvin Harrison in perfect sync, the Colts Vick is good—and on the way to 
George: tir 1938 ga 1888 | offense will be too much for Tennessee. The great—but he also is young, and 
Moss, Min. 1016 26 990 | Titans will struggle to keep up on the score- that is a significant weakness against 
A baa Mp ‘au =) en board against the Colts’ strong pass defense. Tampa’s cover 2 defense and the 
Rice, Oak. 975 19 956 | Pick: Colts 28, Titans 16. —Vinnie lyer Bucs’ pass rush, which can speed up 
Holt, StL. 965 18 947 h Aes ae feel lik 
Martin, NYJ 959 695 264 the pace and make 33 rpms feel like 
Meena NE \ ede. 7hpie tan SN For in-depth analysis of every game, every | 45 rpms. In fact, no Falcons are 
Toomer, NYG 925 2 923 Week, subscribe to TSN’s Ultimate Matchups| good starts this oe The es 
| assing game, which isn’t much to 
Stats provided by STATS Inc. | at www.sportingnews.com/nfl/matchups. passing § 


| 


speak of, will be even worse off 
against an underrated secondary. If 
there’s a fantasy diamond in the 
rough here, it’s Tampa Bay’s Mike 
Alstott, whose bruising running 
style is suited to attacking Atlanta’s 
3-4 defense and undersized line. 
Rams at Chiefs. Start everybody. 


Looks like a dud, eh? Not for the 
savvy fantasy player. Both defenses 
are dragging, which is exactly what 
owners of Detroit’s Joey 
Harrington, James Stewart or Jason 
Hanson want to hear. Same thing if 
you own Arizona’s Marcel Shipp, 
Freddie Jones and Jason McAddley. 


E-mail: jlangendorf@ sportingnews.com 


JOHN CORDES FOR TSN 


Even if this matchup is 
less than the predicted 
shootout, you can’t risk 
missing out on the 
windfall. Even players 
rarely worth starting— 
Rams Ricky Proehl and 
Ernie Conwell, and 
Chiefs Eddie Kennison, 
Johnnie Morton and 
Marc Boerigter—are 
worth consideration. 


Lions at Cardinals. 


For more fantasy analysis and TSN’s 
bi Fantasy Football Weekly Forecast, go 


MIA NY) BUF PIT BAL CIN IND TEN AC )8O sO SD DEN KC 
7-5 6-5 6-6 7-4-1 6-6 6-6 1-11 8-4 7-5 5-7 3-9 8-4 7-4 7-5 6-6 
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DENNIS NORTHCUTT 
5-10,175 Age: 24 


STRENGTHS: Possesses good speed and 
excellent acceleration. Creates separation from 
the defender quickly. Uses quick feet to avoid 
contact at the line of scrimmage. Excellent ath- 
letic ability; shows the ability to adjust to the 
ball while it’s in the air. Plays with intensity 
and goes up and fights for the ball. Is extreme- 
ly dangerous after the catch. Has an excellent 
work ethic and is young enough that he can be 
expected to continue improving. Versatile— 
lines up in the backfield, returns punts and has 
college experience at cornerback. Good vision; 
he is able to locate cutback lanes as a runner. 
He’s also elusive, usually making the first 
defender miss in the open field. Has improved 
his skills at catching the ball; hands are no 
longer considered inconsistent. 

WEAKNESSES: Does not run sharp routes in 
the short-to-intermediate passing game. Still 
lacks a good feel f6r zone coverage. Undersized 
and lacks strength; gets muscled out of his 
routes by bigger cornerbacks. Has had trouble 
staying healthy and on the field. 

BOTTOM LINE: Selected by the Browns in 
the second round of the 2000 draft, Northcutt 
struggled i in his first two seasons, both at stay- 
ing healthy and catching passes. In fact, the 
team considered cutting Northcutt during last 
offseason. He struggles when used as a starter 
because of his lack of size and lack of polish.” 
He should continue improving with experi- 
ence. He is a versatile, explosive weapon who 
can be lined up all over the field. Before 
spraining his knee last Sunday, he had become 
a key component in the offense because the 
Browns’ depth at wide receiver let them isolate 
him against opponents’ third or fourth 
cornerback. —The War Room 


The Ultimate Pro Football Scouting Guide has The War 
Room's evaluations of more than 1,900 players. 
Available at newsstands, or order by phone at 
1-800-825-8508, Dept. TSN, or online at 

Www. Sportingnews.com/books/football. 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


—Baitimore Ravens 


w.-Sponingnews.com/nfl/teams/ravens 


DONE FOR THE SEASON: ILB Ray Lewis will miss the 
rest of the season because of shoulder and calf injuries. 
Lewis said his entire left side had been weakened by the 
injuries. Lewis will continue to be replaced by veteran 
Bernardo Harris, who doesn’t have Lewis’ speed but does 
a good job of taking on blockers, sliding off and making 
tackles. ... With WR Brandon Stokley also out for the 
season (foot), WRs Ron Johnson and Javin Hunter will 
get increased playing time. Johnson has good size and 
strength but doesn’t have great speed, quickness or elu- 
siveness. He might struggle in man-to-man matchups. 
Hunter, who is appealing a four-game suspension for 
testing positive for ephedra, has adequate size and good 
speed and hands. He is a hard worker but has had 
fumble problems. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: [LB Ed Hartwell was 
expected to start this season, but no one expected him 


to become a 

THIRD QUARTER GRADES dominant player. 

- Hartwell boosted 
OFFENSE: D The offense gets his game once 
worse as the season rolls along. Lewis went down 
DEFENSE: C+ Team’s most stable with a shoulder 
unit has a few rising stars. injury. Hartwell 
SPECIAL TEAMS: C Exciting at has good but not 
times but needs more consistency. 
COACHING: B+ The 6-6 record is a 


exceptional 
i speed and is 
Credit to the coaching staff. 


more physical 
than Lewis as far 
as taking on blockers. Hartwell always seems to take the 
proper pursuit angles as far as getting to the ballcarrier. 

STRETCH RUN: The Ravens will continue to be con- 
servative on both sides of the ball because that approach 
provides their best chance to win. QB Jeff Blake has 
been inconsistent, and his receivers aren’t good enough 
to open up the offense. Defensively, the Ravens will use 
the bend-but-don’t-break philosophy. They don’t have 
any big playmakers with the exception of OLB Peter 
Boulware, who is drawing double-teams on a lot of 
passing downs. The cornerbacks will play off the line of 
scrimmage maybe 8 to 10 yards and will give up under- 
neath throws but not the big strike. 

FOCAL POINT: For the team to make the playoffs, the 
offensive line has to play well in the running game. The 
Ravens have to establish a ball-control offense to keep 
their undersized defensive line off the field, and to do 
that, the O-line must play at a high level. The team 
needs to keep the ball in the hands of RB Jamal Lewis as 
much as possible. The offensive line is suspect, especially 
in pass blocking, but the Ravens have some maulers, 
including LT Jonathan Ogden, LG Edwin Mulitalo and 
RG Bennie Anderson. But against teams that are very 
physical up front, such as the Dolphins and the Steelers, 
the offensive line has been manhandled. —Mike Preston 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds, Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 
Blake 172 94 547 1061 64 6 6 70.4 23 
Redman 182 97 53.3 1084 36 7 3 761 1 


RUSHING _ Att, Yds, Avg. TD fj PUNTING No. Yds, Avg. Bik. 


Jlewis 236 1044 4.4 «6 Zastucll 68 2846 419 0 
CMM KORETURNS No, Yds, Avg, TD 
Blake 67027 Brightful 26 534 205 0 
a ua “am a PUNT RETURNS No. Yds, Avg, 1D 
Taylor 43.—«b89. 13,74 Molitor Uae Ua 0 


J Lewis 36 296 82 0 SACKS: Boulware 4,0, Weaver 2.5, 


McCrary 2.0, A. Thomas 2.0, Hartwell 2.0. 
SHU MLM INTERCEPTIONS: Reed 4; Trapp 2, 
Stover 24 24 14 18 «#66 Narr 2, R. Lewis 2, A. Thomas 2. 


Butfalo Bills 


MoMA Sportingnews.com/nfi/teams/bills 


NO RHYTHM WITH RIEMERSMA: The Bills need more 
production from TE Jay Riemersma, who has only 22 
catches after grabbing a career-high 53 last year. 
Riemersma is supposed to be giving QB Drew Bledsoe a 
reliable target in the middle, especially when teams take 
away the outside receivers. Riemersma isn’t getting open 
or getting off the line cleanly. He is dropping some pass- 
es and misreading coverages. ... The team’s ability to 
run the ball effectively is the key to forcing teams out of 
the cover 2 defenses that take away the Bills’ vertical 
passing game. When RB Travis Henry is running well, it 
forces a defense to commit a safety to stopping the run. 
When that happens, Bledsoe has a chance to exploit sin- 
gle coverage on WR Eric Moulds or WR Peerless Price 
on the outside. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: The team feels good about 


Henry, who came into this season off a strong rookie 


year. He has 
THIRD QUARTER ar abet 
yOr weapon In 
OFFENSE: B+ Once-potent attack the offense and 
fighting to regain earlier magic. one of the hard- 
DEFENSE: C- Inconsistency and 
lack of big plays hurting this unit. 


est runners in 
the league. With 


SPECIAL TEAMS: € Kickers great, powerful legs 
but not so for returns and coverage. and a low center 
COACHING: C+ A shaky defense, of gravity, Henry 


but Williams has team in the hunt. has great balance 


and gains extra 
yards after contact. He has good vision and sets up his 
blocks well. He also is making progress as a receiver. 
Henry has had problems with fumbles in the past but 
seems to have fixed that. 

STRETCH RUN: The Bills’ postseason hopes require 
the offense to get back to the vertical passing attack that _ 
it rediscovered against the Dolphins. If the team runs 
the ball effectively, it will create more single coverage on 
Moulds and Price and allow coordinator Kevin Gilbride 
to be aggressive and throw the ball down the field. The 
defense needs to stop teams more consistently. 

FS Pierson Prioleau and rookie SS Coy Wire are playing 
fairly well, but they are new to their positions, and it 
shows with blown coverages. 

FOCAL POINT: More big plays from the defense would 
enhance the team’s postseason chances. The variation of 
the 46 scheme coach Gregg Williams uses with this team 
is supposed to create turnovers. However, the team 
remains near the bottom of the league in takeaways. 
Pressure on opposing quarterbacks would help, but after 
a strong start, the pass rush has tailed off significantly. 
Look for coordinator Jerry Gray to add blitz packages. 
That could leave the secondary vulnerable, but it also 
could help the defensive backs by forcing quarterbacks 
to rush throws. —Allen Wilson 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds, Long TOD Int. Rating Sacked 
Bledsoe 459 291 63.4 3514 «=73t 21 9 93.9 42 
Van Pelt 2 2 100.0 § 4 0 0 792 0 


RUSHING Att. Yds, Avg, TD J PUNTING No. Yds. Avg. Bik. 


Henry 238 1108 4.7 11 Moorman 47 2061 43.9 1 
CoM KORETURNS No. Yds. Avg, TD 
el ES RS 51 1060 208 4 
CEIVING No. Yds. Avg. ’ PUNT RETURNS No, Yds, Ava, 1D 
Moulds 73. 1043. 14.3: Figers ee Eo 0 
peice 72 10a 142 9 SACKS: Schobel 6.0, Ahanotu 5.0, 


Henry 40 298 75 1 Newman 3.0. 


SHUN INTERCEPTIONS: Clements 4, 


Hollis $3 33 20 27 93 Robinson 1, Watson 1. 


WEEK 13 PASSING YARDS 427-1, Hasselbeck, sea.; 34-S, McNair, Ten.; 308-J. Kitna, Cin.: 806-D. Bledsoe, But. >>> 
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Cincinnati Bengals 


sortingnews.com/nfl/teams/bengals 


FINE FILL-IN: LE Bernard Whittington is coming on 
strong in place of Vaughn Booker (strained rib cage). 
Whittington is doing a nice job of containing outside 
runs, penetrating the backfield and applying pressure on 
the quarterback. He gets good leverage and uses his 
strong hands to shed blocks. ... The long-overdue 
release of WR Michael Westbrook, prompted by his 
shoddy route-running, is good news for third-year 
WR Danny Farmer. Inactive for eight games, Farmer has 
fully recovered from a torn knee ligament. He’s a 
dependable player who makes an impact when healthy. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: Second-year WR Chad 
Johnson has blossomed into a playmaker because his 
focus, concentration and work ethic finally are meeting 
his talent level. He explodes off the line of scrimmage, 
stretching defenses with special speed that makes him 
difficult to cover one-on-one. He does an excellent job 


of adjusting to 
THIRD QUARTER GRADES 


the ball in the 
OFFENSE: C- Has improved but still 


air, catching it 
away from his 


can’t put teams away. body and accel- 
DEFENSE: F Can’t stop the pass; erating quickly 
can't stop the run. upfield. He also 


SPECIAL TEAMS: D Kicking, kickoff 
returns are solid. Not much else is. 
COACHING: F The staff is too soft 
with mistake-prone players. 


is making-better 
adjustments in 
knowing when 
to break off 
routes against 
the blitz and has improved his blocking. Stardom is 
within reach if he can be more consistent. 

STRETCH RUN: The team has fallen behind 17-0 or 
worse in six games this year, That shouldn’t happen 
again because the offense is much more consistent 
with QB Jon Kitna as the starter. He raises the level of 
play around him and keeps the mood upbeat. Sticking 
with Kitna is a sign the team seeks continuity and is 
building toward 2003, On defense, the lineup tinkering 
should escalate in the final four games. Young CBs Kevin 
Kaesviharn, Reggie Myles and LaVar Glover need to 
grow. The same goes for rookie Ss Marquand Manuel 
and Lamont Thompson. No matter what the personnel, 
look for the club to take more chances on both sides of 
the ball. There’s nothing to lose. 

FOCAL POINT: The run defense is the team’s biggest 
weakness, Opponents are getting LBs Brian Simmons 
and Takeo Spikes out of the box by using more spread 
looks than the team faced last year. Running three- and 
four-receiver sets creates bigger running lanes, and the 
Bengals are not getting off blocks as well as they did in 
2001. Spikes and Simmons played hurt early in the year 
and just now are coming around. The defense was'sup- 
posed to be a fast, aggressive unit, but it has fallen into a 
rut of giving up too many big plays. —Chick Ludwig 


PASSING Att. Comp, Pct. Yds. Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 
Kitna 319 208 65.2 2194 72 13° «11 843 12 
Frerotte 85 44 «518 437 «51 S15 46110 
RUSHING Att. Yds. Avg. 1D  PUNTING No, Yds, Avg, Bik 
Dillon 244 1018 4.2 7 Haris 53 2184 41.2 4 
Bennett 2 9 38 0 [OTST SEETTESET a 
Ru. Johnson 9 3438 Bennett 42 1098 26.1. 1 


RECEIVING Wo. Yds. Avg. TD Frbunt RETURNS No. Yds. Avg, TD 


& Johnson 49° 781 16.1 5 “Houchmandzadehi5 64 43° 0 

Warrick == 40-456 11.4 3 gaexs: Witams 6.0, J. Smith 4.0 

Dillon 36 243 68 0 Se RY het STM ts 
INTERCEPTIONS: Hawkins 2, 


SOUR MAS = Kaesviharn 2, Burris 1, Gibson Tf 


Rackers 24 25 10 12 54 Simmons. 


TOUCHDOWN PASSES 3-0. siedsoe, aut; M, Hasselbeck, Sea; S, MN, Ten. 0, Wuerffel, Was.>>>> IN 


Cleveland Browns 


wae Sportingnews.com/nfi/teams/browns 


COMING TOGETHER: In its recent 4-1 surge, the team 
‘ran the ball more effectively, defended against the run 
better and created turnovers. None of that was the case 
when the Browns were losing four of their first six. 
Rookie RB William Green’s emergence and a healthy 
‘offensive line have spurred the ground game. The run 
defense has improved because LBs Earl Holmes and 
Darren Hambrick finally understand their roles and the 
scheme and because run-stopping SS Robert Griffith is 
healthy. The insertion of ballhawking DB Earl Little was 
pivotal in producing the turnovers. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: WR/KR Dennis Northcutt 
wasn't expected to make it out of training camp. That 
makes his current play that much more unbelievable. He 
isn’t a starter, and he might not be in the near-future 
with WRs Kevin Johnson, Quincy Morgan and Andre 
Davis around, but no one is making more plays. His 
quick feet and ability to make a short pass a long gain 
are perfect for this offense, and he contributes game- 
breaking ability on punt returns. Northcutt sprained a 
knee in the loss to the Panthers. The club needs him for 
the stretch run and hopes he can return quickly. 

STRETCH RUN: The team will continue to try to 
pound the football with the running game. Even when it 
doesn't result in points, it’eats up the clock and gives the 
defense a break. Also, look for Johnson to get more into 
the flow of things in the passing game. With defenses 
now concentrating on Northcutt and Morgan, whose 
size and speed make him a mismatch for most corners, 
Johnson will find room to operate. Defensively, look for 


Denver Broncos 


a | 
Www.sporinignews.com/nfi/teams/broncos 


NOT VERY DEFENSIVE: The 
defense, so formidable for much of 
the season, has become vulnerable. 


OFFENSE: B Portis is steady, but 


can be tough to stop. Tomlinson had 
220 rushing yards and 51 receiving 
yards last Sunday. The team’s defense is fast, but it’s also 
sloppy. ... QB Steve Beuerlein prides himself on being 
smart. But in the two games he replaced Brian Griese, 
Beuerlein made poor decisions that led to four intercep- 
tions. Beuerlein has a stronger arm than Griese, and he 
“throws a beautiful deep ball, but he sometimes waits too 
long to throw. ... The team lost starting RG Dan Neil to 
a knee injury against the Chargers. Neil could miss up to 
two games. Pro Bowl C Tom Nalen (knee) already is out 
for the season. If Neil is out for a significant period, the 
team likely will have to add another lineman to the ros- 
ter. For now, LG Steve Herndon will move to the right 
side and former starter Lennie Friedman will come off 
the bench. The running game should be OK, but the 
pass protection, which has been sketchy, will suffer with 
more line shuffling. 
BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: Rookie RB Clinton Portis 
gets better each time he plays. It’s not just his open-field 
running that’s impressive. He catches Screen passes, 


QUARTER GRADES 


First, Raiders QB Rich Gannon and the passing game is hit or miss. not stopping anybody, and the 
Colts QB Peyton Manning showed DEFENSE: B- Soft, passive pass offense isn’t good enough to win 
the team couldn’t stop a controlled defense is the team’s Achilles’ heel. shootouts. The team will rely on 
passing game. Then Chargers SPECIAL TEAMS: D Poor punts, Portis in the final four games, plus 
RB LaDainian Tomlinson proved that porous coverage and shaky Kicking. Griese (knee) and TE Shannon 
quick cutback runs and screen passes  GQACHING: C Some questionable Sharpe (elbow) should be back 


calls and many mistakes lately. 


the Browns to be 
more aggressive, 


THIRD QUARTER GRADES 


OFFENSE: C- Better running game 


= especially with 
should raise grade by season's end. their blitzing. 
DEFENSE: c- Getting healthier, Their defensive 
improving against run have been key. backs, now 
SPECIAL TEAMS: ANouniton any healthy, can han- 
team has made bigger Strides. dle the tight, one- 
COACHING: B+ Davis and staff on-one coverage 
kept team from quitting early. that blitzing 


forces them into. 
FOCAL POINT: If the Browns are going to finish 

strong, their ground game must keep improving. As the 
weather gets colder—especially in AFC North cities— 
passing becomes more difficult, and teams have to rely 
more on the ground attack. A strong running game 
draws the safeties out of cover 2 schemes and into the 
box. When that happens, it opens up the passing game 
in the deep middle, where the Browns have been suc- 
cessful all season. The running game also keeps QB Tim 
Couch from having to make all the plays all the time, as 
he was asked to do earlier in the season. No quarterback 
can do that consistently. —Steve King 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds. Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 
Couch 331 202 610 2014 63 13 14 738 21 
Holcomb 92-57 620 704 44 7 2 1019 2 
RUSHING Att. Yds. Avg. TD |) PUNTING No. Yds, Avg. Blk. 
Green 148 465 «3.4 60 2527 42.1 
White 94 416 44 KORETURNS No. Yds. Avg. TD 
Nonhcutt (6415.7 Andre Davis 36 807 22.4 1 
— 2 mes ro RETURNS No. Yds. Avg. TD 
white 4828960. g(r Paes Wort 7 Lag td, Baer ¢ 
Morgan 45 674 150 4 


2.0, Rogers 2.0, Brown 2.0. 
INTERCEPTIONS: Little 4, Griffith 2, 
Henry 2. 


SCORING XPM XPA FGM FGA Pts, 


Dawson 24 25 20 24 84 


blocks well and understands the offense. He also is very 
durable. He has a college champion’s swagger but 
remains open to new things. 

STRETCH RUN: The team could make the postseason, 
but its chances are getting slimmer. Just a few games ago, 
the Broncos boasted a conservative, 
ball-control offense, The defense 
was stout, But now the defense is 


Sunday against the Jets. Still, this 
team’s confidence is flagging. 

FOCAL POINT: The linebackers, so highly praised for 
much of the season, must step up or the team could miss 
the playoffs. lan Gold and John Mobley have been miss- 
ing a lot of tackles. Plus, their highly touted blitzing abil- 
ity has been missing. The defensive scheme is based on 
the linebackers making big plays, but only MLB Al 
Wilson has been a big factor lately. —Patrick Saunders 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds. Long TO Int. Rating Sacked 
Griese $58 «238 «66.5 2603 821 138 11 8741 28 
Beuerlein 65 39 600 48 47 4 4 782 6 
RUSHING Att, Yds. Avg. _ — No. Yds. Avg, Bik. 
Portis 192 995 62 14 516 369 0 
Anderson 61 a 45 ne RETURNS No. Yds. Avg, TD 

: Sb 18f 42 Menigomey 15370 470 
RECEIVING No, Yds, Avg, TD 
Smith ~ 7 780 Wt 4 O'Neal yy 157 75 0 
McCaffrey 54 725 134 2 SACKS Pryce 8.5, Berry 5.0, Wilson 
Sharpe 39 465 119 3 


SCORING XPM XPA FGM FGA Pts, rican O'Neal 5, 


Elam 32 33 Te 27-89 Wostngo 1, Waar 1 Rago 


ba oct 0 eas Dal iE Meal, Ca >>> 
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AMouston Texans 


wwvisportinanews:com/nfl/teams/texans 


BREAKTHROUGH 
PLAYER: OLB Jeff 
Posey,-who was cut 
twice last season and 
wasn't a heralded sign- 


STEADY ON THIRD QUARTER GRADES ing by the Texans, is the 
THE JOB: Critics OFFENSE: D Carr exceeds hopes : team leader with 7” 
‘i can say rookie but is limited by talent around him. sacks. A defensive end 
WR Jabar DEFENSE: B More times than not, for most of his career, 
Gaffney is this unit plays like a true contender. « Posey has thrived as an 
unspectacular, SPECIAL TEAMS: G Coverage and outside linebacker in the 
but they can’t say kicking are good; returns aren't. 3-4 scheme. His biggest 


he isn’t steady. 
Gaffney has 
caught at least 
two passes in 
every game since he was held to one 
catch in the opener. He is not setting the 
league on fire, but there is reason to 
believe he will be a productive NFL 
receiver because he runs fluid routes and 
has soft hands. The team wants Gaffney 
to spend more time in the weight room 
because he needs to improve against 
press coverage. ... Coach Dom Capers 
and his staff are becoming less tolerant of 
mental errors and turnovers, a sure sign 
the standard is being raised as the team 
looks toward next season. Return special- 
ist Jermaine Lewis, LG DeMingo Graham 
and RB Jonathan Wells all were benched 
in recent weeks for costly penalties or 
turnovers. The message is clear: If you 
want to play for Capers, keep the mis- 
takes down. 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds. Long 10 
Carr 329. «178 541 2037 81 9 11 
Gaffney 1 1100.0 39 3% 1 
RUSHING Att. Yds, Avg, TD jf PUNTING 

Wells 145. 435 3.0 2 Stanley 


= Allen 124 424 «(34 


Miller 34431 «12.7 «3 Walker 4.0, 


COACHING: B- Capers and Co. are 
doing as well as can be expected. 


Int. Rating Sacked 


0 158.3 0 


No. Yds. Avg, Bik. 
87 3538 40.7 1 


5 KORETURNS No. Yds, Avg, TD 


ras Posey 7.5, Wong 4.5, G. 


asset is quickness, 
though he is surprisingly 
strong at 6-4, 249. 
Earlier in the season, 
Posey was considered a liability if asked 
to drop into coverage, but he is improv- 
ing in that area and now seldom comes 
off the field. 

STRETCH RUN: The team is analyzing 
as many players:as it can for 2003. The 
Texans have big offensive questions, espe- 
cially on the line. Rookie Chester Pitts is 
taking his bumps and bruises at left tackle, 
but his future probably is at left guard, 
where he won't have to deal with speed 
rushers. The team also needs to figure out 
if current starting Gs Cameron Spikes and 
Fred Weary have long-term value or if it 
needs to draft an interior lineman. The 
team also might need to draft a left tackle. 

FOCAL POINT: The team is sorely 
lacking playmakers on offense, and 
because Capers is such a proponent of 
the running game, the final 
682 64. four games are extremely 
i important for Wells. The 
team likes Wells for his size 
and ability to run between 
the tackles. But some say he 


» Carr 47 248 «53 Lants 43 896 208 0 iS too tentative, RB James 
LE ME Alen isn't likely to get 
Allen 38 234 another shot, so Wells will 
Bradford © 35—«G08 114 8 tae Renee MY 3 


get every chance to prove 
himself in the final four 


: Indiananotis Colts 


Eww. sportingnews.com/nfi/teams/colts 


THIRD QUARTER GRADES 
OFFENSE: B Manning-Harrison 
combo revving up just in time. 


KEY CONVER- - 
SIONS: A measure 
of consistency has 


Scioli, a blue-collar con- 
‘ tributor to a mediocre 
defense his first three 
seasons, has emerged as a 
valuable member of a 
vastly improved unit. 
Scioli moved from end 
because of injuries on 


returned to the DEFENSE: B Coordinator Ron the line, and though he is 
offense, and a big Meeks deserves MVP consideration. undersized (280) for a 
reason why is its SPECIAL TEAMS: B After midsea- tackle, Scioli compen- 


improved third- 
down execution. 
During the cur- 
rent four-game 
winning streak, 
QB Peyton Manning has capably used the 
numerous threats at his disposal. 
WRs Marvin Harrison, Qadry Ismail and 
Reggie Wayne, TE Marcus Pollard and 
RBs Edgerrin James and James Mungro 
all have had their moments. But the key 
has been a competent running game with 
James and Mungro, who have given 
Manning more manageable third-down 
situations. Two weeks ago, the offense con- 
verted 15 of its 21 third-down situations 
at Denver. ... K Mike Vanderjagt has 
emerged from his midseason slump and 
will be a major factor in the team’s stretch 
run, Coach Tony Dungy doesn’t like to 
take unnecessary chances in the red zone, 
so it will be imperative for Vanderjagt to 
finish off stalled drives with field goals. 
BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: DT Brad 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds. 
Manning 441 296 67.1 3115 


Long 1D 
69 20 


RUSHING Att. Yds. Avg. TD § PUNTING No. Yds. Avg, Bik. 


son funk, Vanderjagt is clutch again. 
COACHING: B+ Team is peaking at 
tight time under Dungy. 


Int. Rating Sacked 


sates with quickness and 
energy. He already has 
career highs with 64 
tackles and seven sacks. 

STRETCH RUN: While 
the defense is playing well of late, the 
offense still holds the key to the playoffs. 
Coordinator Tom Moore excels at getting 
the most out of his personnel, and having 
so much talent increases the formations 
and wrinkles he can throw at defenses. 
The team’s three-receiver formation packs 
big-play wallop, as five legitimate play- 
makers are on the field, including James or 
Mungro and Pollard. It also is effective as a 
ball-control set. The team must have good 
health among its skill-position players to 
maintain this as the top strength. 

FOCAL POINT: Manning and Harrison 
continue to tack up gaudy numbers, but 
the running game is why this team is 
winning. The only times the team has 
outrushed the opposition this year have 
been the past four games, and it has won 
all four to take a one-game 
3. «19 (cad over Tennessee in the 
AFC South. Establishing the 
run with James or backup 


SUT AOR TMS INTERCEPTIONS: Glenn 3, E. Brown 


K.Brown 14 14 13 18 53 2, Stevens 1, Coleman 1, Posey 1. 


> Jacksonville Jaguars 


www.speningney 


NOTICEABLE SLIPPAGE: 
WR Jimmy Smith’s decline has been 
severe this season. Smith, 33, looks 
nothing like the prolific receiver who 


for 26 yards and one touchdown. 
The hefty contract Smith received in 


least through next season, but it is becoming clear the 
club must draft a wide receiver or two next April... 
team didn’t realize the true value of second-year 

OT Maurice Williams until he was lost for the season 
with a broken leg on October 13. In the games since 


s.com/nfl/teams/jaquars 


THIRD QUARTER GRADES 
OFFENSE; C- Inconsistent produc- 
tion from Brunell, Taylor and’ Smith. 


was voted to the last five Pro Bowls, DEFENSE: B A unit that had six into a Week 9 game against the 

and opponents have taken notice. new starters has excelled. Giants. He suffered a knee injury in 
The Steelers were the latest team to SPECIAL TEAMS: € The kicking that game, but the pain apparently lit 
use a lot of single coverage against has been a season-long nightmare. something inside him. He had five 
Smith, who caught just three passes COACHING: G Taking back the play- sacks in November and showed signs 


calling duties backfired on Coughlin. 
August means he appears to be wedded to the Jaguars at 


.. The 


Williams was put on injured reserve, the Jaguars are 2-5, 


games. —Carlton Thompson 


RB Fred Taylor has rushed for more than 100 yards only 
twice and opponents have collected 22 sacks. 
BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: As recently as late October, 
the team had reason to wonder whether second-year 
DT Marcus Stroud was going to 
develop into a playmaker. Stroud 
(6-6, 321) has excellent size, but he 
couldn’t win a starting job as a rook- 
ie and had just one career sack going 


of becoming a dominant force in the 
middle of a young defense. 

STRETCH RUN: Don't look for embattled coach Tom 
Coughlin to plan for the future by playing and evaluating 
young players in the final four games. This could be 
Coughlin’s third consecutive losing season, and he real- 
izes his future could depend on a strong finish to impress 
owner Wayne Weaver. Fans are pressing Coughlin to take 
close looks at QB David Garrard, OLB Akin Ayodele and 


James 224-778-352 Smith 50 2071 41,4 9 Mungro gives bite to 
Mungro 60-209 35 4 Manning's frequent play- 
Manning 28 95 34 Walters 34 729 214 9 action efforts, forcing 
RECEIVING No, Yds, Avg, 7 defenders to hesitate. Even 
Harrison §=109 1318 12.1 Walters 26 213 82 0 theslightest indecision by 
ae AD 2S RS) paces: Freeney 8.0, Scioli 7.0, a linebacker or safety can 
Ismail 36 «398 «111 = «3 Bratzke 5.0. , q 
EE INTERCEPTIONS: Peterson 3, Haris give Manning the edge he 
Vanderjagt 25 25 18 25 79 2, Bashir 2, needs, —Mike Chappell 


other members of the team’s 2002 draft class, but with 
winnable games against Cleveland and Cincinnati com- 
ing up, those pleas almost surely will be ignored, 
FOCAL POINT: The club will look at QB Mark Brunell 
closely in the final month as it considers the future. 
Brunell isn’t untouchable; he’s 32 and is signed only 
through the next two seasons at a contract favorable to 
the team. Brunell has shown signs of decline this year. 
But he still is a quality quarterback, and the Jaguars are 
trying to decide if he fits their long-term plans. An off- 
season trade isn’t out of the question. —Bart Hubbuch 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds, Long TO Int, Rating Sacked 
Brunell 351-204 58.1 2378 «79t 139° «68405 
Garrard 1 8 Gra 15BS. 728 0! 30k. naga 3 
RUSHING Att, Yds. Avg, PUNTING No. Yds. Ava. Bik, 
Taylor 228’ 1008 «4.4 59 2635 447 0 
Mack MM KORETURNS No, Yds, Avg, TD 
Bnel 35190540 ea ane t 
RECEIVING No. Yds. Avg. _ 1D PUNT RETIRNS No. Yds, Avg. 1D 
JSmith 65 «857 13.2 «5 19 262 188 1 
Taylor 40 332 83 0 

Ng Se ee Sasa Sas Stroud 6.0, Henderson 6.0, 


Coleman 4,0. 
SCORING XPM ss AMAA INTERCEPTIONS: MoCree 5, Craft 2, 


Cunningham 2 1 1 8 Darius 1, Bryant 1, Clark 1. 


| BEST PASSER RATING 137-1 Green, K.C.; 132.6-D. Bledsoe, But; 115.8-8. McNair, Ten.; 106.3-V. Blake, Bal,; 104.3-K. Collins, NYG; 101.0-M. Brunell, Jac.: 92.9-C. Hutchinson, Dal, S >> 


44 THE SPORTING NEN 


RIGHT TRADE, RIGHT TIME: The _ 
trade for LT Willie Roaf is looking 


and brings sideline-to-sideline ability to the defense: 
BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: The Chiefs began the sea- 
son hopeful that LG Brian Waters could hold a starting 
spot. They wound up getting an anchor for the offensive 
line. The team’s system puts a premi- 
um on speed and athleticism from its 
offensive linemen, and Waters is a 


better with each game. Roaf had per- OFFENSE: A- Efficient and powerful, superior athlete. He excels at getting 
haps his best game of the season this unit deserves better than .500. to the next level, blocking linebackers 
against Arizona, consistently pushing DEFENSE: D- if this unit were even and safeties in the running game to 
DE Kyle Vanden Bosch yards out of average, the club would be a power. clear lanes for RB Priest Holmes. 

the play. Roaf neutralizes his oppo- SPECIAL TEAMS: C+ Occasionally STRETCH RUN: The Chiefs might 
nent, particularly in the passing spectacular but inconsistent. be on the fringe of the wild-card race 


game. His surgically repaired knee 
was a problem early in the season, 
leaving him susceptible to a hard 


inside rush. That problem is disappearing. The Chiefs were 


COACHING: € Team comes to play, 
but some decisions have backfired. 


concerned they would have to rest Roaf frequently, but he 
hasn’t needed a break for several weeks. ... OLB Lew Bush 
is eligible to return from his league-imposed suspension, 
but don’t look for Bush to have a significant role. Rookie 
Scott Fujita has a firm grasp on the starting strongside 


spot. Fujita (6-5, 248) is the fastest of the team’s linebackers 


but realistically aren’t strong enough 
to make a serious playoff push. But 
they will make no concessions to the 
future. Young players who might be capable of helping 
next season and beyond—SS Shanuard Harts, Fujita and 
DT Eddie Freeman—already are getting plenty of snaps. 
So expect the Chiefs to stay the course in terms of strategy 
and personnel. If they become a serious factor in the play- 
off race, they must overcome a woeful defense. Look for 
the Chiefs to continue to lean heavily on Holmes because 


TE Tony Gonzalez and WR Johnnie Morton are having 
subpar seasons. Holmes is the only consistent weapon. 

FOCAL POINT: Coordinator Greg Robinson's job could 
be on the line in the final four games because the defense 
has collapsed repeatedly. The Chiefs are shy on defensive 
talent, and this must be a consideration. But Robinson’s 
schemes, which often are confusing to his players, don’t 
appear to be a good fit for what talent there is. Shutting 
out Arizona is a nice start, but if the defense doesn’t con- 
tinue to make progress, coach Dick Vermeil’s loyalty to 
Robinson could be tested. —Adam Teicher 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds. Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 


Green 345 221 641 2806 G4t 20 11 954 20 
Collins 5 4 800 57 2 1 -0 1538 Oo 
RUSHING Att. Yds. Avg. TD |) PUNTING 
Holmes 271 1322. 49 19  Stryzinski 44 1693 385 1 
Green 22 19% 88 | [ORSIISEroET 
Morton 9127 141 0 at 43 1014 236 0 
RECEIVING No. Yds. Avg PUNT RETURNS No. Yds. 4 
Holmes 66 634 96 3 - 
Hall 23° 245 10.7 1 
Gonzalez 44 S77 13.1 7 Sacks: Hicks 6.5, Browning 5.0, 
Kennison 41 718 175 2 pore an 


INTERCEPTIONS: Wesley 5, Warfield 


41 41 21 4, Crockett 2, Maslowski 2. 


24 104 


~ Miami Dolphins 
| /fE: 


BACK UNDER 
CENTER: After 
missing six weeks 
(thumb), QB Jay 


OFFENSE: C+ Things fall into place 
when Williams has room to run. 
DEFENSE: B+ Good health is why 


the ability to break 
away from defenders. 
Williams’ ability to 
grind out first downs— 
and the clock—helps 
the defense, which wore 
down late in previous 
seasons because it had to 
play too many snaps. 


Fiedler was rusty in aa : RUN: 

relief against the popening he . ee Fiedler’s return, coupled 
Bills. But his return age units are among the NFL's best. with Williams’ running 
to full-time duty COACHING: B Wannstedt has kept and the stingy defense, 
will be a big boost things steady, even in tough times. had the Dolphins beliey- 
to the offense, : i ing they were ready to 
which was scaled 


back under Ray Lucas. Fiedler’s decision- 
making in crucial situations is the biggest 
difference between the two. Fiedler knows 
when to take chances and when to play it 
safe. Lucas was benefiting from playing, 
however, and he will be more confident if 
needed later in the season. ... After a 
rough start, SLB Morlon Greenwood is 
helping improve a run defense that was 
sagging. He still is susceptible to play fakes 
and loses his backside responsibilities at 
times, but he is a sure tackler. 
BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: It’s not as if 
RB Ricky Williams was ineffective in his 
three years with the Saints; he just wasn’t 
this effective. He lost weight in the offsea- 
son, and that has boosted his speed. 
Williams’ strength remains running 
between the tackles, but he also is showing 
PASSING Att. Comp, Pet. Yds. Long TO 


Fiedler 185 117 632 1304 52 9 7 
Lucas 160 «692 575 1045 7 4 6 


RUSHING 


Atl, Yds 


Royals 


Int, Rating Sacked 


PUNTING No. Yds, Avg. Bik. 


51 2071 40.6 0 


make the same type of 
run the Ravens and Patriots made the 
previous two years. But after losing to the 
Bills, Miami no longer controls its des- 
tiny. The team is at its best when it has 
the lead because that makes the defense 
much better. The defense doesn’t need to 
blitz often to force the action because it 
can rely on the front four to pressure the 
quarterback. Offensively, the Dolphins 
are a better team with Fiedler, who was in 
the midst of his best season when he got 
hurt. If he again can play at that level, the 
team still could make a title run. 

FOCAL POINT: When the team is suc- 
cessful, the offensive line is the biggest 
reason why. The return to health of 
LT Mark Dixon has changed the group’s 
mentality. Dixon brings a toughness that 
the others feed off. RT Todd Wade and 
RG Todd Perry have played 
consistently. LG Jamie Nails 
has been a terrific find, even 
though he experienced a 
mini-slump from which he 


84.6 6 
69.9 12 


E KO RETURNS No, Yds, Avg, 1D isi 
es % 1% 35 2 i a s : has rebounded. This is a 
RECEIVING meg Minor 722 241 0 very aggressive group, but it 
aeliaemmins wan PUNT RETURNS No. Yds, Avo, 10 ; 
Chambers 41 494 120 2 oa U " a en has taken a steadier ' 
R.Wiliams 37 301 81 1  gaoue. t ylor 1.0, Ogunieye 6:0 approach recently, which 
McMichael 32 409 128 4 i te tie has caused fewer mental 


SCORING 
Mare 


XPM XPA FGM FGA Pts 
32 33 17 22 83 


Burnett 3.5, J. Williams 3.5. 
INTERCEPTIONS: Surtain 5, Marion 2, 
Madison 2, Rodgers 2. 3 


breakdowns and negative 
plays. —Todd Archer 


and instincts to make 
him a prime target on 
screen plays, which have 
become a huge part of 
the offense. Faulk also is 


WEST COAST PRAES effective on draws and 
LOOK: Coor- ~ Taga ue penalties, swing passes. It’s amaz- 
dinator Charlie not enough big plays. ing how many yards he 
Weis’ scheme is DEFENSE: B- Starting to come gains considering his rel- 
taking on charac- around; must continue to defy age ative lack of speed, elu- 
teristics of a West ¢BE PIAL TEAMS: B- Coverage is. siveness and power. 
Coast offense. improving; Vinatieri is automatic. STRETCH RUN: The 
Weis has QB Tom COACHING: B+ The team is in the best chance for late-sea- 
Brady using short same position as last year. son success will be to get 
drops and throw- ‘ back to the ball-control 
ing quick passes, power game that has been 


and there’s a heavy emphasis on screens 
and draws. Brady focuses on being 
extremely accurate with his swing passes, 
putting the ball in spots where his 
receivers don’t have to break stride. ... 
TE Christian Fauria has become a red- 
zone favorite of Brady; six of Fauria’s 

23 catches have produced touchdowns. 
Fauria is adept in the play-action game; 
he does a good job of disguising himself 
as a blocker before slipping into the end 


so successful in the past. RB Antowain 
Smith must continue to do what he did 
against the Lions, which is gain tough 
yards on third down and in the red zone. 
On defense, CB Otis Smith, E Anthony 
Pleasant and LBs Roman Phifer, Tedy 
Bruschi and Ted Johnson must regain 
their 2002 form after struggling at various 
times this year. The run defense, which 
has been poor much of the year, and the 
red-zone defense, which had been in decline 


zone as a receiver. ... The offensive line, until a strong showing in Detroit, must be 
especially the interior trio of C Damien shored up. There are few impact players 
Woody and Gs Mike Compton and Joe on offense or defense, so the team must 


Andruzzi, has done a great job of blocking 
on screen passes. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: RB Kevin 
Faulk has gone from a bit player to a big- 
play threat. Haul has the saves vision 


Int 


RUSHING Att Yds 
ASmith 196 
Faulk 36 (185 «5.1 


27 


Rating Sacked 


play harder and smarter than opponents. 
FOCAL POINT: It has been an up-and- 
down year for Brady, but now is the time 
for him to show the clutch play that was 
so key to last season’s championship run. 
While the passing game 
may be de-emphasized with 
the weather turning cold, 
Brady still will be asked to 
make a few big plays a game. 
Brady's performance has 
been steady, but he also has 


Brown 76 715 ihe nae overthrown several open 
Patten 48 711 148 4 anus. go : . Teceivers on plays that should 
2 ; Seymour 5.0, McGinest 4.5, h A cha . 
= : Bruschi 4.0, Vrabel 4.0. ave gone tor touchdowns, 
UU SURE RA RAC INTERCEPTIONS: Law 3,0.Smith2, That can’t happen down the 
Wate 2329 20 22 89 Buckley 2, Bruschi 2. stretch. —Michael Felger 


WORST PASSER 12.6-J. Plummer, Ariz.; 19.6-T. Couch, Cle.; 36.2-J. Harrington, Det; 42.9-J. Garcia, S.F; 43.6-K. Wamer, StL; 51.4-D. Culpepper, Min.; 87.6-M. Vick, Atl, >>> 
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New York Jets 


s —wv.sportingnews.com/nfl/teams/jets 


LINE SWAP: There will be a new 
look on the offensive line for the rest 
of the season, with LG Dave Szott 
replacing J.P. Machado. Szott was 


quate job, but Szott, 35, is a savvy 
player and a better run blocker. The 
only concern is whether Szott’s knee 
will hold up. .... Offensive coord- 
inator Paul Hackett is starting to dabble with a two-tight 
end look; rookie TE Chris Baker has been averaging 
about 20 plays per game. The coaches love Baker’s 
blocking, so they are trying to use him with starter 
Anthony Becht. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: Second-year RT Kareem 
McKenzie has been a consistent force. There never was a 


RAIDERS 


BARTON ARRIVES: OLB Eric 


THIRD-QUARTER GRADES 
OFFENSE: B+ Pennington’s making 
coordinator Hackett look smarter. 


pressed to find a better overall unit. 
COACHING: B+ Edwards pulled the 
team out of a 1-4 start. 


question about his talent level, but it has been surprising 
that he has played so well in a full-time role after playing 
in only a handful of snaps as a rookie. McKenzie isn’t 
overpowering in any one area, but he grades out solidly 
across the board. Most important, he 
handles himself like a veteran, mak- 
ing few mental errors and commit- 
ting few penalties. McKenzie has 
been the best pick in G.M. Terry 


signed to be a starter, but that DEFENSE: B- The tackling has Bradway’s first two drafts. 
changed after he needed knee sur- improved, but the pass rush is iffy. STRETCH RUM: After a horrible 
gery in June. Machado did an ade- SPECIAL TEAMS: A You'd be hard- start, the Jets are a team to watch 


because they are peaking at the right 
time, and they are healthy. The rush- 
ing offense and rushing defense have 
improved considerably during the 
season. Chad Pennington is a hot quarterback; he could 
be this year’s version of Tom Brady. Pennington fits per- 
fectly in the team’s West Coast offense because he deliv- 
ers the ball quickly and accurately and because he can 
move in the pocket, adding another dimension. The 
strong play of the special teams also could be a deciding 
factor in close games down the stretch. The special teams 


mates with blocking. Plus, Ts Lincoln Kennedy and Barry 
Sims are playing at a Pro Bowl level. 
BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: Third-year WR Jerry 
Porter has developed into a major contributor this sea- 
son after spending two seasons fight- 


: . ing for playing time and overcoming 
Barton is playing as well as any THIRD injuries. He has as many touchdown 
member of the starting defense. OFFENSE: A- It's hard to find fault receptions (eight) as Jerry Rice and 
After waiting two years for his with the AFC’s top-scoring team. Tim Brown combined, and his rise 
opportunity, Barton is the Raiders’ DEFENSE: B- Is starting to jell but has made it easier for QB Rich 
leading tackler, is tied for the team is just solid, not spectacular. Gannon to find open receivers, espe- 
lead in sacks and is Oakland’s most SPECIAL TEAMS: C- Penalties and cially Rice and Brown, who see fewer 
effective blitzer. He accomplishes so breakdowns overshadow the good. double-teams. Porter also gives the 
much because of his above-average COACHING: B+ Callahan kept the Raiders a player capable of getting 
speed, knowledge of the defense and _ team intact through its losing streak. open deep. 
instincts for where the play is going. STRETCH RUN: The Raiders 


He doesn’t have any glaring weaknesses and has the 
makings of a Pro Bowl player. ... The offensive line final- 
ly is healthy, and the results are impressive. The team 
leads the league in passing and is averaging 4.4 yards per 
run. C Barret Robbins’ return from last year’s season- 
ending knee injury has proved crucial because he is so 
adept at calling signals for the line and helping out line- 


ViALALS 


A QUIET BELL: The team needs 
ILB Kendrell Bell to start playing 


Bell’s sack opportunities have been 
limited because he has had more 
pass-coverage duties, Bell was not 
used much in coverage last year 
because he did not understand his assignments. ... 
QB Kordell Stewart might not be as efficient or as dan- 
gerous as Tommy Maddox, but Stewart gives the team an 
added rushing threat that keeps defenses on their toes. 
Stewart started last week even though Maddox (head, 
spine) was given clearance to play. | 
BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: OLB Joey Porter always 


been good; little else has. 
COACHING: € A rally after a 1-3 
Start masks the defense’s troubles. 


rebounded well from a four-game losing streak and are 
in as good a position to make the playoffs as any other 
team. Most of their key players are healthy and perform- 
ing well. The offense is executing at a consistently high 
level, which takes pressure off the defense and special 
teams. A defense that features 10 new starters is jelling 
into a cohesive unit and is making more of an impact 


has been an effective pass rusher—he had 19’ sacks in 
the two previous seasons—but he has raised his game 
another level this year. With opponents paying more 
attention to Pro Bowl OLB Jason Gildon, Porter has 
picked up the slack with team highs 
in sacks (seven) and interceptions 
(four). Porter, a converted defensive 


more like he did last year. Bell has OFFENSE: B+ The run game needs end, has the speed and power to rush 
not been his usual disruptive self work; the passing game is solid. the passer and the athleticism to 
because he is not fully recovered DEFENSE: C- A formerly solid unit cover backs and tight ends. His coy- 
from two high-ankle sprains that has. suffered a puzzling fall. erage skills have become important 
sidelined him earlier in the season. SPECIAL TEAMS: D Reed has because teams are trying to force 


Porter and Gildon away from the line 
to negate their pass-rush abilities. 
STRETCH RUN: The Steelers have 
become known as a passing team, a 
metamorphosis that began when Maddox initially 
replaced Stewart as the starting quarterback. But the 
Steelers want to control the clock more efficiently in the 
final four games of the season by getting their running 
game rolling. The team wants to give RB Jerome Bettis 22 
to 25 carries per game. That, combined with a decrease 
in turnovers and increase in third-down efficiency, 


have the ability to make game-turning plays, whether it’s 
a blocked punt or a touchdown return. 

FOCAL POINT: RB Curtis Martin, who wasn’t himself 
early in the season because of a severely sprained ankle, 
finally is hitting stride. That will bring a greater balance 
to the offense, opening up the play-action passing game 
for Pennington, who excels in that department. A strong 
running game is critical in cold weather, especially at 
windy Giants Stadium. Martin’s return to health has 
coincided with the maturation of the offensive line, 
which finally is hitting on all cylinders. —Rich Cimini 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds. Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 
Pennington 245 172 70.2 1923 42 11 5 99.8 15 
Testaverde 82 53 646 485 35 3 3, 775 9 


RUSHING Att. Yds. Avg. TD § PUNTING No. Yds. Avg. Bik. 


Martin 167 695 42 5 ‘Turk 43 1810 421 0 

Jordan 7 312 42 KORETURNS. No. Yds. Avg. TD 

Pennington 193921 Morton 39 1028 264 2 

Baris No. Yds, Avg. TD 

a ra 
in i 

Anderson 33 185 56 0 oaks Evans 5.0, J. Abraham 5.0, 


INTERCEPTIONS: D. Abraham 3, 
SOU eR eat Macms § Beasley 2, Darling 2, Robinson 2. 


Hall 22 23 15 21 67 Before Monday's game 


each week. The special teams remain the Achilles’ heel 
and need to be shored up soon. There are too many 
penalties and breakdowns, seemingly in every game. 
FOCAL POINT: The key down the stretch will be forti- 
fying the running game, making sure it is ready for close 
postseason games in weather not conducive to the pass- 
ing game favored so far. Recently, power back Tyrone 
Wheatley has been more prominent, taking pressure off 
primary back Charlie Garner. That will make it more dif- 
ficult for teams to defend the Raiders and will give the 
team more options in bad weather. —Steve Corkran 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds. Long TOD int. Rating Sacked S 
Gannon. 463 «319 689 3535 75 22 9 991 21 
RUSHING Att. Yds. Avg. TD.) PUNTING No, Yds. Avg. Blk. 
Gamer 117 677 «58 5 Lechler si 1349 435 0 
Woes ot 218) 291 
Gannon 35108381 2 7 425 224 1 
— No. Yds. Avg. i PUNT RETURNS No. Yds. Avg, TD 

“ a ice 3 Buchan 15178 11.9 1 
cae 50 677 11. 2. SAGKS: Barton 5.0, R. Coleman 5.0. 


INTERCEPTIONS: R. Woodson 4, 
SHUTS © James 3, Buchanon 2. 4 
Janikowski 38. 38 16 22 86 Before Monday's game 


| would keep opposing offenses off the field for longer 


periods of time. Bettis had 20 carries for 86 yards against 
the Jaguars despite playing with a broken nose. 

FOCAL POINT: The team must find a way to correct 
the problems in the secondary. An inability to stop teams 
on third down means the defense spends a lot of time on 
the field. The weakness also forces the Steelers to use 
more of their defensive package, thereby having little left 
over to spring as a Surprise. Teams know they can pass 
against the Steelers, who don’t make enough big plays in 
the secondary. —Gerry Dulac 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds gq TO Int, Rating Sacked 
Maddox 234 «147:«62.8 1872 72t 16 11 910 12 
Stewart 166 «108 «65.7 1155 64 6 6 828 7 


RUSHING Atl Yds, Avg. T 

Zereoue 137 526 38 2 

Bettis 129 497 39 7 

Stewart 43 191 44-2 

RECEIVING No. Avg PUNT RETURNS No 

by a a a 

R fl. 34 351 103 0 SACKS: Porter 7.0, Haggans 6.0, A. 
Smith 3.5, Bailey 3.5. 

SCORING XPM _XPA FGM FGA Pis. : Porter 4, Alexander 3, 

Peterson 25 26 12 21 61 Washington 2, Rowers 2, Townsend 2. 


RUSHING YARDS 228-2, witiams, Mia; 220-1. Tomlinson, §.D.; 173-M, Vick, tL: 189-C. Portis, Den.: 151-7 Henry But 14a Smith, Dal: 124-G. Hearst, S.F; 122-D. Brown, Car, >>> 
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‘Sali Diego Chargers 


WV Sperunanews.com/nfl/teams/chargers 


THIRD QUARTER GRADES 
OFFENSE: B- The running game is 
junked when team falls behind. 
DEFENSE: C Giving up way too 
many yards and points of late. 
SPECIAL TEAMS: D Field-goal tries 
and kickoffs are an adventure. 
COACHING: B Boring play calling at 
times, but eight wins is eight wins. 


BIG LOSS: The 
loss of DT Jamal 
Williams (dislo- 
cated ankle) for 
the rest of the 
season is a major 
blow. Williams is 
the team’s only 
interior lineman 
with enough size 
and strength to 
command double teams. Leonardo 
Carson replaced him Sunday, but Carson 
lacks the bulk and strength of Williams. 
... Kelvin Garmon has replaced Bob 
Hallen at left guard because the Chargers 
are looking for more bulk against the big 
defensive tackles in the AFC West. 
Garmon, acquired from Dallas earlier 
this year, weighs at least 55 more pounds 
than Hallen and is tougher to handle at 
the point of attack. ... Because of their 
inability to reach the passer while playing 
soft, cover 2 zones, the Chargers have 
started to use more man-to-man 
schemes. It resulted in four sacks Sunday 
against Denver, but the truth in whether 
they've made progress will come Sunday 
against Oakland because Broncos 
QB Steve Beuerlein essentially was a 
PASSING _ Att. Comp. Pct. Yds. Long 1D 
Brees 372 © 232: 62.4 2323 


RUSHING Att. Yds. Avg, 


s2t 12 12 


Int. Rating Sacked 


TO § PUNTING No. Yds. Avg. Blk 


stationary target. 

BREAKTHROUGH 
PLAYER: Undrafted 
rookie C Jason Ball has 
done a nice job since 
taking over for veteran 
Cory Raymer (season- 
eriding Achilles’ injury) 
in Week 3. Ball doesn’t 
have great size (6-2, 301), 
but he’s a bright, tena- 
cious blocker who sticks 
on defenders. He also has 
the mobility to get off 
blocks and find lineback- 
ers. He has a nice future, 
and it’s possible the Chargers could move 
him to guard next season if Raymer 
returns at full strength. 

STRETCH RUN: The Chargers would 
seem to be in a great position at 8-4 with 
a 3-1] mark in the division, But they have 
yet to face adverse weather, something 
they likely will do twice in their final four 
games, at Buffalo and at Kansas City. The 
good news is that they have the type of 
offense that’s built for such conditions. 
The bad news is that their defense has 
been in a slump, and their kicking game 
has been inconsistent. 

FOCAL POINT: The running game will 
largely determine whether the Chargers 
reach the playoffs. They are 8-1 when 
they rush for 100 or more yards and 0-3 
when they don’t. The reason the running 
game is so important for 
them is that it controls the 
clock and keeps the defense 


77.4 15 


Tomlinson 285 1318 46 12 Bennett 63 2558 406 2 off the field. The Chargers 
Fletcher = 26 «128 «491 have struggled to stop 
Brees 30-98 3.30 1 Jenkins 32 732 229 0 opposing offenses in recent 
Dwight 9 98 109 1 3 eh 

- weeks, Before Sunday's win 
RECEIVING No. Yds, Avg. TD 

Dwight 10 92 92 0 over Denver, they had 

Tomlinson 60 410 68 1 SACKS: Johnson 5.5, Wiley 5.0, Leber * . 
Conway 84 794 147 5 ; HO) WHEY: WU; allowed more points in 
Dwight 32409 128 1 inTERCEPTIONS: Edwards 5, Harrison their last four games than 


SCORING XPM XPA FGM FGA Pts, 


Christie 30 31 11 18 63 


2, Molden 2. 


any other team except the 
Cardinals, —Jim Trotter 


iennessee Titzns 


.com/nfi/team ans 


ere Sb Orting 


BREAKTHROUGH 
PLAYER: Keith Bulluck’s 
eye-catching athletic 
ability makes him one of 
the best cover linebackers 


MUTUALLY in the league; however, 
BENEFICIAL: The Messy Ns era his approach to the game 
tandem of FS powered: sometimes it’s not. makes him one to watch. 
Lance Schulters DEFENSE: C+ Better of late but stil] Bulluck wants to be good 
and SS Tank needs to pressure quarterbacks. and isn’t afraid to com- 
Williams has SPECIAL TEAMS: D+ Have surren- mit to the pursuit of suc- 
worked well in dered four touchdowns. ~ cess. He wants responsi- 
part because the COACHING: C Consistency has bility, and as he grows 
two have learned been elusive all season. ~ into the role, he will 


from each other. 
Both are versatile, 
with the ability to play along the line of 
scrimmage and downfield. Schulters’ 
fiery, in-your-face style has rubbed off 
on Williams, who was a tremendous 
athlete at Stanford but didn’t always play 
with the physical edge he has shown 
with the Titans. Williams’ cerebral, 
make-no-mistakes style has rubbed off 
on Schulters. The defense has been pas- 
sive at times, but Williams and Schulters 
have done their parts to pick up the 
tempo. They have forced turnovers and 
delivered many big hits—especially 
Williams. ... With WR Kevin Dyson 
(hamstring) out, WR Justin McCareins 
has a chance to earn a bigger role. The 
team wanted McCareins to force himself 
into the lineup more than he did when 
Dyson was healthy. 


increasingly shoulder 
some of the defense’s 
leadership responsibilities. 

STRETCH RUN: The two-tight end look 
has been the Titans’ most consistent of 
late, and they figure to use plenty of it the 
rest of the way. They have run the ball 
more consistently out of it and actually 
have thrown the ball well, too, because 
the scheme forces defenses to commit 
more resources to the line of scrimmage, 
opening up room down the middle of 
the field. Defensively, the Titans have yet 
to put away a second-tier quarterback, 
having already lost to Washington’s 
Patrick Ramsey, Dallas’ Quincy Carter and 
Baltimore's Jeff Blake. If the defense is 
going to continue to drop back and play 
zone, the front four has to find a way to 
get some sacks. If this doesn’t happen, the 
Titans will have to blitz more. 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds, Long TD Int. Rating Sacked FOCAL POINT: The team’s 
McNair = 402.» 250 62.2 2751 55 20 14 845 16 horrible salary-cap situation 
Hentrich 1 1 100.0 7 7 0 0 1188 0 next season means young 
RUSHING Att. Yds, Avg. TD. —) PUNTING (ea players will get long looks 
George 244 822 34 7  Hentrich 46 1930 42.0 1 the rest of the season. 
McNair 60 281 47 #1 TEs Erron Kinney and Shad 
Re ALIS SES AAO... Gey 13 245 188 0 Meier, RBs Mike Green and 
ea en . John Simon and WRs Drew 
K. Dyson 41480 11.2 4S, carter 70, hal 5, Fow2g, Bennett, Eddie Berlin and 
Wycheck 34 295 87 2 ! : * McCareihs will have 


SCORING XPM XPA FGM FGA Pts, 


Nedney 25 25 20 24 85 Dyson 3, Sirmon 2. 


Thornton 2.0, Sirmon 2.0. 
INTERCEPTIONS: Schulters 5, A. 


chances to secure more 
playing time. —Jeff Legwold 


. ‘ unrestricted free agents after this season and Kasper turnovers and dominating time of possession. Rookie 
ne Arizona Cardinals could contend for the third or fourth spot next year. QB Josh McCown probably will get more time down the 
Ss BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: LT L.J. Shelton was incon- stretch if Plummer continues to struggle. 
Wee elelitiemg sistent in his first three seasons but has played well in FOCAL POINT: DL Wendell Bryant and Dennis 
- almost every game this year, despite Johnson and OLB Levar Fisher, all rookies, will get more 
NO PLAY, NO PAY: Owner Bill an ankle sprain that has never fully playing time. Bryant has played both tackle and end, and 
Bidwill’s decision not to pay THIRD GRADES healed. Shelton has improved as a coaches must make some decisions about his future. 
RB Thomas Jones for the final five OFFENSE: D Injuries have KO'd run blocker, and he and G Pete Johnson, a third-round pick, is playing end in nickel sit- 
games of the season casts doubt Plummer’s targets. Kendall have become an effective uations and it’s hoped he can become a reliable pass 
about Jones’ future with the team, DEFENSE: D No pass rush plus combination. It was expected that rusher, A knee problem makes it hard to boost Fisher's 
Jones suffered a broken bone in his shaky secondary equals collapse. G Leonard Davis would one day workload too much. —Kent Somers 
hand in a household accident and SPECIAL TEAMS: D Coverage is move out to left tackle, but Shelton’s PASSING Ati. Comp. Pct. Yds, Long 1D Int. Rating Sacked 
the club placed him on the non- weak; return units make no plays. play might have convinced coaches Plummer 407 214 §26 2245 65t 11 17 605 23 
football injury list, giving it the COACHING: D Coaches seem help- to keep this line intact. McCown = 12—i—i a 883 452108 3 
option not to pay him. Jones has less to stop the slide, STRETCH RUN: The failures con- RUSHING Att. Yds, Avo, TO 'PUNTING No. Yds. Avg, Bik 
another year on his contract, but he tributing to a six-game losing streak Shipp 100 528 53 4 Player 63 2756 43.7 1 
might no longer be seen as the top running back. Before | are spread evenly across the team. QB Jake Plummer has | Tones 138 511 37 2 [URSIN Avg. 10 
the injury, Jones was in danger of losing his job to played badly. His injury-depleted receiving corps leaves ie S218 U2 es 20 569 28.0 1 
Marcel Shipp. Jones, the seventh overall pick in 2000, had | him few targets. The defense collapsed after Week 6, It PUNT RETURNS ‘No. Yds, Avg, 10 |i 
lost the starting job in the previous two seasons, too. ... hasn't stopped the run in weeks, The one thing the team one a “ae Jackson 2% 149 60 0 
Coaches hope Kevin Kasper, recently acquired off has going for it is good offensive line play. The rushing Boston 32512160 1 inreRGEPTIONS: Wilson 
NERS A ; , é : ilson 4, Lassiter 2, 
waivers, is more than just a stopgap for the team’s game is decent, and Shipp has shown he can be a No. 1 SG Lucas 2, Barrett 2, 
problems at receiver. The club’s top four receivers are back. They'll try to win the last four games by limiting Gramatica 20 20 12 17 56 
TOTAL YARDS FROM 271-L. Tomlinson, S.0.; 235-R, Williams, Mia; 193-C. Portis, Den.; 178-T: Henry, But; 173-M. Vick, At; 168-P Holmes, K.C.; 182-6. Hearst, S| >>> 
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Atlanta Falcons 


_Www.sportingnews.com/nfl/teams/falcons 


PLANNING THAT WORKS: When a unit moves from 
No. 28 in the league in total defense in 2001 to No. 13 
in 2002 without a major overhaul of players, credit goes 
to the coaches, In the case of coordinator Wade Phillips, 
it’s well-deserved. In 2001, DE Patrick Kemey and = - 
LB Keith Brooking had breakout years, but the unit 
struggled. The switch to the 3-4 scheme this season has 
been important, but better fundamentals and commit- 
ment have been crucial. Instead of drifting into a free- 
lance mode, as some players admit happened in 2001, 
the players have confidence in Phillips and are sticking 
with the game plan. ... With back-to-back 100-yard 
games and clutch catches on third down, Brian Finneran 
solidified his role as the leading receiver. He had two 
39-yard catches against the Vikings—one to set up a 
touchdown and one for a score—a week after receptions 
of 35, 21 and 42 yards against the Panthers. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: Every week, QB Michael 
Vick earns more national attention. The acrobatic runs 
and laser throws make the highlights, but it is Vick’s con- 
sistency in making big plays that is earning him respect. 
He is prone to fumbling on his runs, but with only three 
interceptions, his overall protection of the ball is good. 
Vick’s game-winning, 46-yard touchdown run against 
Minnesota seemed almost like a casual exercise. Two 
other important factors are that the team finally got an 
overtime win against the Vikings, and Vick hasn’t lost a 
road game since the opener against the Packers, 

STRETCH RUN: The Falcons are a solid wild-card 
team but have an opportunity to challenge the Bucs for 


earolina Panthers 


SvOMINGNews.com/nfl/teams/panthers 


MESSAGE SENT: By sticking with 
starting QB Rodney Peete, the club 
has decided Chris Weinke is not the 


the division lead * 
Sunday, The 
team’s rise from 

a 1-3 start mir- 


THIRD QUARTER GRADES 
OFFENSE: B Vick is the star, but the 


line’s solid play is a big surprise. 
DEFENSE: B+ Kermey, Brooking 


rors RB Warrick 
and Smith consistently make plays. Dunn’s domi- 
SPECIAL TEAMS: A- For the sec- nance. But the . 
:ond straight year, this isa strength. offense has bal- 
COACHING: A Reeves looks smart 


ance. For the first 
time since 1994, 
the team has had 


for drafting Vick and hiring Phillips. 


- 100-yard receivers four weeks in a row. Constant defen- 


sive pressure is contributing to the victories. In the past 
two games, the Falcons had 11 sacks. They are in the 
playoff race to stay. 

FOCAL POINT: The Falcons need Dunn to return from 
a sprained ankle to keep the offense balanced; RB TJ. 
Duckett is not as polished as Dunn. One reason Vick had 
his first 100-yard rushing game against the Vikings is he 
didn’t have Dunn as a receiver out of the backfield—or 
as a blocker. Play-action passes and draw plays to Dunn 
keep blitzing defenses honest. Dunn’s speed serves as a 
nice complement to Vick’s playmaking. —Charles Odum 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds. Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 
Vick 280 161 57.5 1994 74t 10 3 87.1 27 
D. Johnson 57 37 649 448 63 2 3. 787 3 


Vick 80 648 84 8 49 2033 415 0 
Dunn 160 G27 39 
Duckett 114 «451 «4.0 Rossum 34 766 205 0 


a2 ei z 
inneran 0° 
Dunn Sos pee 2 ee 20 251 126 0 


Crumpler 27 321 119 3 pay y, 80, Rogers. 6.0, B. 


INTERCEPTIONS: Carpenter 4, Bolden 
Fey 34 35 22 28 100 3,Ambrose 2, Buchanan 2, Mathis 2. 


creates all sorts of problems for opponents that must 
account for him every down. 

STRETCH RUN: Despite ending an eight-game losing 
streak last Sunday, there are signs effort isn’t ata maxi- 
mum for every player. It’s something the coaching staff 
must monitor closely to determine 
which players it can do without. 


OFFENSE: D Playmakers must be With the offense continuing to 
long-term answer. Although Weinke added in the offseason. struggle, the defense needs to return 
went to camp as the starter, coaches DEFENSE: B The secondary has to its early-season form. FS Deon 
quickly soured on him. Staying with been better than expected. Grant, DE Mike Rucker, SS Mike 
Peete, who is 36 and has streiggled SPECIAL TEAMS: ¢ The kicking Minter and OLB Mark Fields are the 
with injuries and turnovers, means and return games are inconsistent. playmakers left standing after an 
the club is likely to pursue a new COACHING: B Fox has held the team onslaught of injuries and suspen- 
starter in the free-agent market or together through many problems. sions; they must step up. 


the draft. Rookie Randy Fasani is the 
only quarterback on the roster assured of being at camp 
next season. Look for him to get more time as No. 2 
quarterback in the last four games. ... Second-year 
RB Dee Brown has a chance to find his niche while 
replacing Lamar Smith, who is on paid leave after being 
arrested on a charge of drunken driving. Brown has 
decent speed but isn’t a physical inside runner like 
Smith, That might lead to some changes in the offense to 
capitalize on Brown's ability to get outside. 
BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: Although rookie DE Julius 
Peppers was a bit raw at the start of the season, his rare 
athleticism allowed him to make an instant impact as a 
pass rusher and made the entire line better. Although 
Peppers is likely to miss the last four games unless his 
appeal overturns a suspension for using a banned 
dietary supplement, he has been the team’s biggest bright 
spot. Look for coaches to get more creative with Peppers 
in the future. His athletic ability is so great that he can 
line up on either side or as a linebacker at times. That 


FOCAL POINT: C Jeff Mitchell, 
G Kevin Donnalley and TE Kris Mangum have the best 
chance to return to the offense in 2003. But LT Todd 
Steussie and WR Muhsin Muhammad have huge salary- 
cap figures next year and now must convince the team 
they’re worth it. LG Jamar Nesbit will be an unrestricted 
free agent, and FB Brad Hoover will be a restricted free 
agent. Both also need strong finishes. —Pat Yasinskas 


PASSING Att. Comp, Pet, Yds. Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 
Peete 260 151 581 1817 61 9 11 735 22 
Fasani 44 15 341 171 27 0 4 88 7 


RUSHING Att. Yds PUNTING No, Yds, Avg, Bik 
pone 209 «737 «3.5 Sauerbrun 76 3562 469 1 
rown SMO MUM KO RETURNS No, Yds, Avg, 10 
one = _ 7 ™ smi Se 

HING No S.__rVg PUNT RETURNS No, Yds. Avg, TD 
Muhammad 38° 581 148 1 Schengen agp 
S.Smith 37 537 145 2 


L. Smith 20. 167 84 O 
SCORING XPM XPA FGM FGA Pts. 
Graham 9 9 11 16 42 


SACKS: Fevers 12.0, Rucker 7.0, 
Jenkins 7. 


INTERCEPTIONS: Minter 3, Grant 3, 
McDaniel 2, Howard 2, Morgan 2. 


RECEIVING YARDS 134-h. Moss, Min,; 130-£. Moulds, But; 126-£. McCaffrey, Den.; 146-D. Mason, Ten: 114-8. Finneran, Atl; D. Jackson, Sea,; 111-1. Brown, NE.; 107-K. McCardell, 1B. >>> 


~~, Chicago Bears 


www. Spor tina! com/nfl/teams/bears 


BAD CYCLE: Jim Miller is going into games having 
not thrown in practice because the team is trying to ease 
his elbow tendinitis and shoulder soreness. His accuracy, 
touch and timing with receivers suffer because of it. 

His footwork also can be affected by a lack of work. 
Miller isn’t showing his usual footwork rhythm as he 
gets into his throwing motion, which clearly is affected 
by his pain. ... DT Ted Washington (foot) finally was put 
on injured reserve. His loss was a big part of the team’s 
collapse. Sixth-year DE Bryan Robinson, 28, has made 
the move inside and is likely the long-term solution 
there even though Washington, 34, has one more year 
on his contract. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: DE Alex Brown went from 
fighting for a roster spot in camp to a starter and a 
growing force in the pass rush, which still is an area of 
concern. Brown’s attitude, an unknown after a streaky 


college career, 


has been good; 


he has responded 
OFFENSE: F QB and line injuries well after making 
hurt but execution has been poor. mistakes. Brown 
DEFENSE: D- Amid injuries, it isn't has worked with 
stopping much of anything. line coach Rex 
SPECIAL TEAMS: B Edinger is the Norris on using 
team MVP; the retum game is weak. _his hands better 
COACHING: D Questionable instead of relying 
decisions magnify shaky play, on his speed, 


which is above 
average but not enough to make him a terror. 

STRETCH RUN: The final weeks of the season are piv- 
otal in righting the mental outlook of a team that is in 
free fall. Coaches and players remain tight despite the 
normal stress of losing. But the team has slipped dan- 
gerously close to that feeling of expecting something to 
go wrong, which is self-fulfilling. Youth will be served in 
the final four games—as much because of injuries as 
any coaching philosophy. The coaches remain focused 
on winning and want the players to do the same. Young 
players such as G Mike Gandy, LB Bobby Howard and 
S Mike Green have been pressed into service and will use 
the final weeks as a maturing period. 

FOCAL POINT: The franchise invested five-year con- 
tracts in CBs Jerry Azumah and R.W. McQuarters, then 
spent a third-round pick on raw but talented Roosevelt 
Williams. The closing weeks will offer a chance for these 
players, Williams in particular, to make a statement that 
they can handle the core of the coverage schemes. Azumah 
generally has played above average, but McQuarters, the 
No. 1 corner, has been beaten too many times and has 
suffered knee and hamstring injuries. Williams will work 
primarily on the outside, a chance to show he can stay 
with fast receivers and deal with double moves, a telling 
test for young corners. —John Mullin 


PASSING 


Att, Comp. Pct. Yds, Long TD Int, Rating Sacked 
Miller 302. 177 586 1935 54 13 8 809 18 
Chandler ©9109 «67 «G15 647 40 3 2 796 v7 
RUSHING Att. Yds. Avg. TO — PUNTING No. Yds. Avg, Blk 
Thomas 214 721 34 6 61 2511 44.2 0 
Johnson 49. 1793.70 ST 
Genie 2s $8250 hanes 29 671 23. 
RECEIVING No. Yds, Avg, TO 
Booker 74. 1036 140 5 z 
White ° 42 522 124 2 Johnson 24 243 101 0 
qT 24 163 68 0 SACKS: Colvin 10.5, Urlacher 4.0, 

Daniels 3.0. 


SCORING _XPM XPA FGM FGA Pts. 


INTERCEPTIONS: M. Brown 3, Austin 
Edinger 25 25 19 24 82 


2, McQuarters 1, Moore 1, Urlacher 1. 


48 Tue Sporrinc News 


»\Dallas Cowhoys 


Lv Mv sportingnews.com/nfl/teams/cowboys 


STANDING PAT: This is the only club to employ a full- 
time kicking coach, and Steve Hoffman has beer terrific 
at turning unknown free agents into solid contributors. 
But P Filip Filipovic has struggled, with a net punting 
average of less than 30 yards. K Billy Cundiff also has 
struggled and has not been nearly as effective on long 
attempts, though his leg strength won him the job. 
Despite the troubles, owner Jerry Jones says he won't 
change his philosophy about using bargain-basement 
kickers. ... There’s a good chance the club will use sixth- 
round pick Tyson Walter at center next season instead of 
second-rounder Andre Gurode. Both are talented, but 
Walter can’t play guard and Gurode can. Using Gurode 
at guard allows the Cowboys to get two good, young 
players on the field instead of one. Walter, who missed 
nearly all of camp with a sprained ankle, played tackle in 
college. The team is impressed by how few mental errors 

Walter has 
| made making 
THIRD QUARTER GRADES adjustments at 


OFFENSE: D Has scored more than the line of 

two touchdowns in only one game. scrimmage. 

DEFENSE: A Would have more BREAK- 

‘sacks—f it ever played withalead. § THROUGH 

SPECIAL TEAMS: F This unit has PLAYER: 

been a disaster all season. CB Derek Ross 

COACHING: B- Campo gets credit _ had first-round 

for not letting the team break apart. talent but 
slipped to the 


third round because of off-field issues. He made too 
many mistakes in coverage when the club started him 
early in the season but has started the past five games and 
has been effective. He plays the ball well in the air and has 
a team-high five interceptions. Ross has given the club 
hope he will solve one of its biggest defensive problems. 

STRETCH RUN: The team hopes to use the final four 

_ games to prepare young players enough to make a run 
at the playoffs next season. Many rookies—QB Chad 
Hutchinson, S Roy Williams, WR Antonio Bryant, CB Pete 
Hunter, Gurode, Ross and Walter—made key contribu- 
tions in the win over the Redskins, and the teams hopes 
they eventually will anchor a return to prominence. 
Hutchinson is the key, He’s a pocket passer with a great 
arm and gives the offense big-play potential. He is 2-3 as 
a starter and has the look of a big-time player. 

FOCAL POINT: RB Emmitt Smith isn’t making it easy for 
Jones to decide what to do with him after the season. 
Smith, due to make $10 million against the salary cap in 
2003, is averaging 4.2 yards a carry and ran for 100 yards 
twice in the last five games. Options are to bring him back 
at a reduced rate as a backup or as a contender for a start- 
ing job. Jones also could cut him. If Smith doesn’t return, 
the team could use a first-round pick on a back or make 
Troy Hambrick the starter. —Jean-Jacques Taylor 


PASSING Att. Comp, Pet. Yds, Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 
Carter 221 125 566 1465 80t 7 8 723 19 
Hutchinson 135 73 541 930 49 5 2 620 19 
PUNTING No. Yds, Avg. Bik. 
Smith 198 834 42 3. Fllipovic 34 1376 40.5 1 
Hambrck 56 249441 
eae 7 au 7 oan eer 
EISING NNO. 10S: AVG PUNT RETURNS No, Yds, Avg. TD 
Galloway 58871 148 6 Swinton 19 141 74 0 
Bryant 30 488 163 4 2 


1 SACKS: Glover 6.5, Ellis 6.5, Hardy 

2.0, Ro. Williams 2.0. 
INTERCEPTIONS: Ross 5, Ro. Williams 
3, Edwards 2. 


D. Scott 19 181 95 
SCORING _ XPM XPA FGM FGA Pts 
Cundiff 19 19 9 15 46 


D)\ detroit tions 


ral pe ewsportingnews.com/nfl/teams/lions 


A FOOLISH NOTION: The Lions foolishly are trying to 
take solace in the fact they held the Patriots to 20 points, 
but the reality is that teams can move on Detroit when- 
ever:they have to. The defensive front seven couldn't 
stop the run or get pass pressure on the Patriots’ 80- 
yard, game-ending drive, during which they controlled 
the ball for 9:35 and made four third-down conversions. 
There are so many holes in the defense that it will be 
impossible to fix them all in one offseason. ... Rookie 
QB Joey Harrington doesn’t take a lot of sacks. Incredibly, 
he’s being criticized for it. Harrington’s mistakes aren’t 
the result of getting rid of the ball too quickly; he makes 
mistakes because some defenses still confuse him. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: LB Chris Claibome is a 
fourth-year veteran, but this is his first full season at 
middle linebacker, his natural position. Claiborne strug- 
gled at outside linebacker because he wasn’t comfortable 


on the edge. But 
he’s letting his 

THIRD GRADES instincts guide 

OFFENSE: D+ Harrington is strug- 

gling, but he doesn’t get much help. 


him now, and he 
has become 
DEFENSE: F In crunch time, these 


more of a play- 


guys are pushovers, maker. He has 
SPECIAL TEAMS: B+ The return three intercep- 
game is mediocre. Other units excel. tions and has 
COACHING: C- A decent job overall, done an excellent 


but OT coin-flip fiasco will linger. job of stuffing 


the run. His con- 
fidence is growing in other areas, too; he was thrown on 
the punt-return team to protect against a fake last week, 
and he knifed in to block a punt. 

STRETCH RUN: As ugly as it might get in the final 
weeks, coach Marty Momhinweg insists Harrington will 
not get yanked from the starting lineup. It’s nearly 
impossible to win with a rookie quarterback, but 
Mornhinweg knows it’s vital that Harrington gets more 
experience and shows some improvement. WR Germane 
Crowell, who is coming back from two knee surgeries, 
should get more downfield chances so the team can find 
out if he still has speed and if he’s a deep threat. With 
LG Tony Semple (dislocated left shoulder) out for the 
season, veteran backup Matt Joyce likely will start in his 
place. But the Lions might be better served by giving 
Tyrone Hopson and Josh Lovelady some playing time. 
The Lions need to find out if those two young players 
can compete at the NFL level. 

FOCAL POINT: It’s time to bench veteran CB Todd 
Lyght and start rookie Andre Goodman, pairing him with 
rookie Chris Cash. Sure, they'll make mistakes, but it’s 
crucial that the Lions find out now whether Goodman 
and Cash are worthy of being NFL starters. Going into 
the offseason, the Lions must know exactly how their 
secondary will shape up for next year. —Tom Kowalski 


PASSING Att. Comp, Pet. Yds, Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 
Harrington 391 195 499 2142 G64 11 16 588 7 
McMahon 48 22 458 274 49 1 2 536 9 

PUNTING No, Yds, Avg. Bik 
Stewat 195 910 47 4 Jett 73 3092 424 0 
Schlesinger 37 98 26 2 [TRSITISEET RET SERED 
McMahon 773.9 2 howard 26 587 226 0 


RECEIVING No, Yds, Avg. TD 
Stewart STZ Ci A 
Hakim 37 541 146 «3 
Schlesinger 24 178 74 O 
SCORING XPM XPA'FGM FGA Pts 
Hanson 23 23 18 20 7 


PUNT RETURNS No. Yds, Ava. TO 
Hakim 10 148 148 1 
SACKS: Porcher 5.0, Edwards 3.5, 
Claibome 3.0, Curry 3.0. 
INTERCEPTIONS: Claibome 3, Davis 
1, Lyght 1, Harris 1, Cash 1. 


THIN LINE: With OTs Mark Tauscher (knee) and Chad 
Clifton (pelvis) out for the year, the club is very thin on 
the offensive line. C Mike Flanagan is the left tackle for 
the rest of the year, and rookie Kevin Barry is his backup. 
Flanagan is one of the best athletes on the line and 
proved he could handle the position when he filled in 
for Clifton earlier in the year. But the line will miss 
Clifton’s size and power on the left and Flanagan’s 
quickness and tenacity in the middle. ... Rookie RB Tony 
Fisher showed he can perform when it counts against 
the Bears, and the club should be stocked at the position 
for years to come. In addition to Ahman Green, who is 
signed for three more seasons, Fisher and promising 
rookie Najeh Davenport (eye), who is on injured reserve, 
will be around for at least three more years. Given the 
short life span for running backs, that’s comforting. 

_ BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: The club attempted to 


replace retired 


SS LeRoy Butler 


WHAES with two veter- 
OFFENSE: B A decaying line, and ans before it set- 
Favre's mistakes are troubling. tled on rookie 
DEFENSE: B- Stopping the run still Marques 
is a problem. Anderson, who 
SPECIAL TEAMS: D Hasn't pro- took the position 
duced a field-position advantage. and ran with it. 
COACHING: A- Staying alive Anderson has 
despite injuries is a near miracle. great instincts 


and deceptive 
speed and has displayed a knack for making big plays. 
He still makes mental errors, but his playmaking ability 
is too attractive to deny him a starting job. 

STRETCH RUM: The team has clinched a playoff spot 
but must go for broke to get home-field advantage, 
which still is a possibility. The Packers would like noth- 
ing better than to play a warm-weather opponent such 
as the 49ers, Bucs or Saints at Lambeau Field. To do it, 
the team will have to have to shore up its run defense 
and generate more pass rush. Defensive coordinator 
Ed Donatell must consider using a more aggressive blitz 
package to cover up some of the weaknesses. The team 
has a number of quality defensive backs who should be 
able to pick up the slack in a riskier scheme. The offense 
should be potent enough to win if the line doesn’t con- 
tinue to suffer injuries. 

FOCAL POINT: Injuries have depleted the defensive 
line and weakened the pass rush. The return of E Vonnie 
Holliday (knee) should help, and the addition of veteran 
free agent E Keith McKenzie could have an impact late 
when he gets in football shape. E Kabeer Ghaja-Biamila 
has been the lone consistent pass rusher, but even he 
needs to pick up his game. If the line improves and 
solidifies against the run, it will take a lot of pressure off 
the rest of the team. —Tom Silverstein 


PASSING Att, Comp, Pot, Yds, Long TD ‘Int. Rating Sacked 
Favre 420 263 626 2957 8st 22 12 89.2 21 
Pederson 20 13650 91 2 O 0 75.2 1 


RECEIVING No 


SACKS: Ghaja-Biamila 10.0, Hunt 5.5, 
Diggs 3.0, 


SCORING 


XPM XPA FGM FGA Pts 
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SQ) Minnesota Vikings 
= ~~» Wwiisportingnews.com/nfl/teams/vikings 


SAME OLD TROUBLES: The Vikings must find a way 
to win on the road. They have lost 16 straight road 
games, including the 2000 NFC championship game. It 
is the longest current streak in the NFL. The team has 

* back-to-back road games the next two weeks against the 
Packers and Saints but finishes the season at Detroit, 
which appears to be its best shot at ending the skid. 
Coach Mike Tice is taking the embarrassing streak seri- 
ously and pounds into his team the importance of exe- 
cution on the road. Still, the Vikings fell behind early in 
each road defeat this season. ... The special teams have 
been terrible. Last week, the Falcons blocked a punt and 
a field goal. Blocking on both plays was shoddy. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: The team found a new 
weapon in the past six weeks. Second-year RB Michael 
Bennett has become what the Vikings thought he’d be 
when they drafted him in the first round last year: a 


game-breaking 
QUARTER 


running threat. He 


had a stretch of 
OFFENSE: B- Would be A+ if not four straight 100- 
for costly turnovers and penalties. yard rushing 


DEFENSE: D+ Has a decent nucle- 
us, but the secondary must improve. 
SPECIAL TEAMS: D- Coverage is 
solid, but miscues are too frequent. 
COACHING: C- Tice and his young 
staff are growing. 


games and had 
runs of 60 yards or 
more in three con- 
secutive games, 
Bennett’s emer- 
gence has opened 
up the entire 
offense, taking pressure off QB Daunte Culpepper and 
WR Randy Moss to consistently make plays. 

STRETCH RUN: The team is in the first year of what 
the coaches say is a three-year plan designed to culmi- 
nate with an NFL title. It’s difficult to say the team is on 
that pace, but there are signs the club will grow to be 
competitive, The key in the final four weeks is to find 
consistency and solve persistent problems. The Vikings 
must cut down on turnovers and penalties. If those two 
critical issues get under control, this could be a winning 
club. The Vikings also must learn how to start games 
well. They have been outscored, 72-37, in the first quarter 
but haye been competitive in every other quarter. Still, 
progress is being made. Both games in which the Vikings 
ended the first quarter with a lead—against the Falcons 
and Packers—were in the last three weeks. 

FOCAL POINT: This team must find out if it can 
count on Culpepper as the quarterback of the future. 
He has been a major disappointment this season. He 
has committed 26 turnovers and has had trouble read- 
ing defenses, At times, Culpepper looks unprepared and 
has a hard time finding secondary options. Still, he is a 
fabulous athlete. The Vikings hope Culpepper soon will 
show he’s worth a long-term contract. His current deal 
expires after next season. —Bill Williamson 


PASSING Att, Comp, Pet. Yds, Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 
Culpepper 427 251 588 2849 61 13 #19 705 34 
Bouman 6 3 500 8 48 O 0 958 2 
RUSHING Att. Yds, Avg, TD ff PUNTING No. Yds, Avg. Blk 
Bennett 184 994 54 4 Richardson 50 2028 40.6 1 
I KO RETURNS No, Yds, Avg, TD 
M. Willams 73 3304.5 M.Wiliams 18 401 223. 0 
RECEIVING No, Yds. Avg, TD [ina 18 368 204 0 
Mam PUNT RETURNS No, Yds, Avg, TD 
pee Lo eS Dane a7 84. 0 
Kleinsasser 29 314 108 1 3 


INTERCEPTIONS: 
Anderson 25 25 11 2, Bradford 1, Mixon 1, Carter 1, 


15 58 


| 
Pe 


An 
ae 


‘New Orleans Saints 


ys speningnews.com/ntl/teams/saints 


WHERE'S THE RUSH? Once considered to have one of 
the NFL's top pass-rushing units, the Saints haven't pro- 
duced consistent pressure on quarterbacks. LB Charlie 
Clemons has experienced the most conspicuous drop-off. 
Opponents have concentrated their protection schemes 
toward him, and a midseason groin injury has sapped his 
explosiveness. The inability to stop the run also has hurt 
the team’s sack totals. Because teams are avoiding third- 
and-long situations, the Saints have had few opportunities 
to use their special rush personnel package: Clemons and 
Charles Grant at ends with Darren Howard and Willie 
Whitehead at the tackle spots. Coordinator Rick Venturi 
likes to unleash his creative blitz package in that situation. 

.. The brief benching of DT Norman Hand had its desired 
effect. He responded with a strong performance against 
the Browns and won his starting spot back from Kenny 
Smith. But even with a strong finish, Hand likely will have 
to renegotiate his contract to stay with the club. 

PLAYER: In his first season as a full- 
time starter, RB Deuce McAllister has emerged as one of 
NFU most versatile backs. His slashing running style and 
breakaway speed make him a home run threat on every 
carry. McAllister has outstanding hands and a fine under- 
standing of the passing game, where the team likes to iso- 
late him wide against linebackers, McAllister has shown 
surprising power between the tackles and consistently gets 
an extra yard or two after contact. His versatility is the key 
to the Saints’ high-powered offense. 

STRETCH RUN: Aaron Brooks must get back on track, 
because the offense goes as the talented young quarterback 


Th New York Giants 


GEL Tae aepprtingnews.com/nfi/teams/giants 


PICK POOR: The defense’s five 
interceptions tie it with the Bills for 
the league low, and it has none in 
eight of the last nine games. Part of 
the reason is the use of man-to-man 
defenses, which don’t lend them- takeaways? 


the red zone. 


QUARTER GRADES 


OFFENSE: C Not enough yards in 
DEFENSE: B How about some 


goes.When 
Brooks is on, the 


THIRD QUARTER GRADES 


OFFENSE: Bs- When the unit opens it Saints can hang 
up, it's one of the NFL’s most explosive. 30 points on any- 
DEFENSE: D The team has yet to body. A healthy 
hold an opponent under 20 points. McAllister is a key 
SPECIAL TEAMS: A Camey and to Brooks’ play. 
Lewis are Pro Bowl-worthy. With McAllister 
COACHING: B+ Haslett must rekin- in the backfield, 
dle the magic down the stretch. Brooks is not 
required to do as 


much and is less prone to force things. McAllister’s ability 
to play with an injured ankle will be vital to the offense. 
The defense must tighten down in the secondary and pre- 
vent big plays, which have plagued it at times. 

FOCAL POINT: The run defense must build off its strong 
performance in the win over the Bucs. The club retooled 
the defense in the offseason to better stop the run, but the 
changes haven't had the desired effect most of the year 
because of injuries and inexperience at several key spots. 
In particular, the linebackers and tackles must be more 
formidable at the point of attack. The Saints held the Bucs 
to 34 rushing yards, so there is hope. —Jeff Duncan 


PASSING Att. Comp. ‘Pct. Yds. Long 1D Int. Rating Sacked 
Brooks 401 225 56.1 2846 64 23 13 84.0 25 
Delhomme 2 1 500 10 10 0 O 646 0 
RUSHING Att, Yds. Avg, TD 
McAllister 232 1049 4.5 10 Gowin wl 1699 425 0 
Brooks 


a P tesle 
Fenderson 12 61 51 1 5B 1456 254 


Tr NOSE Vis SIAvG nD a RETURNS No, Yds. Avg. . 
66 1058 160 7 

32 428 134 1 

Maser 3035 78D SACKS: Howard 6.5, Jackson 3.5, K. 


Pathon 38 «455 «120 «4 ith 3.5, 


Smi 
ss RUA © INTERCEPTIONS: Bellamy 3, S. Knight 


30 30 21 24 93 3,D. Smith 2, Irvin 2. 


numerous injuries on defense that might make for some 
high-scoring games down the stretch. Bottom line: 
When QB Kerry Collins has time to throw, he can be 
effective and make big plays. When he doesn’t, he is not 
mobile enough to escape trouble. The special teams have 
been all over the place, but Delvin 
Joyce finally is providing a jolt in 
the return game, and K Matt Bryant 
is fine as long as he gets a reliable 
snap and hold, P Matt Allen contin- 
ues to get good hang time but 


selves to picks as much as zone SPECIAL TEAMS: € Kicking game mediocre distance, Fortunately for 
defenses. Zones allow defenders a follies have been damaging. him, he has been a solid holder. 
good look at the quarterback and COACHING: € It could be worse, FOCAL POINT: The run defense 
room to roam, There also needs to but there have been big mistakes. was a strength early in the season 


be more quarterback pressure, which 

can force mistakes. The lack of interceptions means the 
offense rarely gets good field position. ... The losses to 
the Texans and Titans will spark speculation about coach 
Jim Fassel’s job security. The club didn’t bring in any 
veteran free agents and is riddled with injuries, but a col- 
lapse in the final month could make him vulnerable. He 
has two years left on a four-year deal. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: CB Will Peterson impressed 
coaches as a spot starter his rookie year. This year, he 
stepped in as a starter and lived up to expectations, He 
has an excellent combination of speed, size and tough- 
ness and has kept veteran Jason Sehorn from reclaiming 
his starting job on the left side, Peterson's play has been 
more remarkable because a dislocated toe has limited his 
practice time since Week 2. He and fellow second-year 
man Will Allen should be solid corners for a while. 

STRETCH RUN: The offensive line became more sta- 
ble last week with the return of C Chris Bober, but it 
will have to be more consistent, especially given the 


but took a huge step back when 
'T Keith Hamilton (Achilles’ tendon) was lost for the year. 
The team has been especially vulnerable to long runs by 
mobile quarterbacks. Comelius Griffin (sprained ankle), 
who had been playing well, has missed the past two 
games, leaving backups Lance Legree and Dwight 
Johnson to man both tackle spots. Griffin hopes to 
return this week, which should help. —Neil Best 
PASSING Att. Comp, Pet. Yds, Long TD 
Collins 423 257 60.8 3049 56t 12 


Int. Rating Sacked 
13 794 22 


RUSHING Att, Yds 


PUNTING 


No. Yds, Avg, Bik 


Barber 222 946 43 7 M.Allen 43 1642 38.2 0 
Dayne SMM KORETURNS No. Yds, Avg, 10 
A 23 561 244 0 
ETE Wo. Nos. ig 
foomer 60 923 15.4 Joyce 15 119 79 0 


4 
Barber 54 455 84 0 
Shockey 49 563 1 
SCORING XPM XPA FGM FGA Pts 
Bryant 17 18 19 23 74 


SACKS; Strahan 11.0, Holmes 5.0, 


: Sehor 2, Peterson 


8 h alubadeclca Christie, $.0.; J. Hanson, Det; R. Longwell, G.B.; 14-M. siswhuinie Cundiff, Peta Den.; ala hind NE. ts 


’ 


50. ‘Tie Sportinc News 


=sPhiladelphia Eagles 


W.Snortingnews. com/nfl/teams/eagles 


AN ARM AND A LEG: Donovan McNabb’s fractured 
ankle and Koy Detmer’s dislocated elbow left the team. 
with second-year QB A.J. Feeley as the starter, Tim 
Hasselbeck at No. 2 and Tee Martin on the practice 
squad at No. 3. Only Feeley has thrown a pass in the 
NEL. Feeley (6-3, 217) has good size and decent arm 
strength but is raw and inexperienced. Hasselbeck, who 
was with the team in training camp, spent one week 
with the Panthers, but has been out of the league the rest 
of the season. Martin, who won a national champi- 
onship in college, spent two years as the Steelers’ No. 3 
QB. Detmer could be back this month. An MRI showed 
only a simple dislocation. It was originally feared he 
would miss the rest of the season. McNabb might be able 
to return for the playoffs. ... DE Hugh Douglas got his 
10th sack of the season against the Rams, which voids 
the final year of his contract and makes him an unre- 
stricted free agent at the end of the season. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: DT Darwin Walker 
emerged as a bona fide starter when Hollis Thomas broke 
his foot in training camp. Walker began the season 
impressively with sacks in six of the first seven games, hit 
a short lull, then came back to play well again. He is the 
team’s strongest player, and it shows in his ability to stop 
the run, He also is a polished inside pass rusher who col- 
lapses the pocket and can finish in the backfield. 

RUN: Even with the injuries at quarterback, 
the team is a near lock to win the NFC East for the sec- 
ond consecutive year. That hasn’t happened since 1980- 
81. The Eagles are the top seed in the NEC. To hold that 


St. Louis Rams 


wv Spomnanews.com/nfl/teams/rams 


OFF COURSE: QB Kurt Wamer says 


‘TT, he defense 
THIRD QUARTERGRADES = °°" ' 
OFFENSE: B The team has run 
better than expected. 
DEFENSE: A Improvement against 
the run has been the key. 


to carry the 
team as it did 
against the 
Rams, when it 


SPECIAL TEAMS: B Akers, Landeta had a season-high 
and Mitchell should go to Hawaii. eight sacks and 
COACHING: B+ Except for againstthe forced five 


Colts, Reid's team has been ready. turnovers With 


Feeley or even 
Detmer starting, the offense must show good balance. 
Plus, the receivers must play as well as they did in 
Detmer’s start two weeks ago against the 49ers. 

FOCAL POINT: After a shaky start, the offensive line 
has become one of the team’s strengths and will have to 
stay strong the final month withthe quarterback situa- 
tion unsettled. The line allowed 19 sacks in its first five 
games but only 13 in the last seven. Part of the reason 
for that is the return of LG John Welbourn, who missed 
the first five games with a broken leg. The line also has 
improved its run blocking, allowing the team to rank 
among the league leaders in rushing. —Mark Eckel 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds, Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 
Feeley. 93 17 515 198 41 1 #0 801 3 
Detmer 28 19 679 224 37 2 0 1158 1 
Staley 192 783.44 Landeta 52 2229 429 0 
McNabb = 63 4607.3 KORETURNS No, Yds, Avg. TD 
Levens _ 56 32959 1 B.Mitchell 34 907 267 0 
heel 45 57 ta7 : B.Mitchell 38 478 126° 1 
Sie) WPMD ioe tase SACS: H Douglas 10.0, Walker 6.5, 


INTERCEPTIONS: Taylor 3, Vincent 2, 


Akers 32 32 24 26 104 Dawkins 2. 


(now on injured reserve) and C Andy McCollum are 
scheduled to become free agents. On defense, CB Dre’ Bly, 
also scheduled to become a free agent, will be watched 

closely. In his first full season as a starter, he has had some 
good moments—and some blunders. Special teams coach 


must continue F, 


his hand, his pinkie and his arm all 
are fine. But he sure doesn't look like 
the player he was from 1999 through 
2001, when he guided the Rams to 
two Super Bowls and made three Pro 
Bowls. Warner looks tentative in the 
pocket, is getting the ball out late and 
doesn’t seem to be playing with 
confidence. Moreover, Warner has 


$552 Bobby April is on the hot seat after 
0 QUARTER GRADES 


another subpar year by his unit. 


OFFENSE: D Way too many tumovers; FOCAL POINT: Two high-profile 
eight have been retumed for TDs. free agents—WR Terrence Wilkins 
DEFENSE: €+ Hasn't created enough and LB Jamie Duncan—haye been 
tumovers but has kept club in games. disappointments. Wilkins was slow 
SPECIAL TEAMS: D Near the bot- to learn the playbook on offense and 
tom in most statistical categories. ultimately was passed by Troy 
COACHING: D Martz has made Edwards on the depth chart. 
questionable calls in several games. Duncan, who replaced London 


been a turnoyer machine, repeatedly 
giving the ball away at key moments. Coach Mike Martz 
was right to reinsert Warner as the starter after Warner 
recovered from a broken finger, but Martz needs to look 
at Mare Bulger again—at least until the Rams are mathe- 
matically eliminated from postseason contention. 

BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: Without a doubt, it has 
been Bulger. Granted, he made four of his five starts at 
home, and he played against five mediocre-to-poor 
defenses. But 5-0 is 5-0. Bulger played with more poise 
and decisiveness in the pocket than Warner has this sea- 
son. Although he doesn’t have a cannon, Bulger has 
more than adequate arm strength. He probably made 
himself a lot of money in those five starts, but it likely 
won't come next season. He’s an exclusive rights free 
agent, meaning the Rams only have to offer him 
$375,000 to retain him for 2003. 

STRETCH RUN: The team has a host of free agents and 
will evaluate them to determine whom to resign. On the 
offensive line alone, LT Orlando Pace, LG Tom Nutten 


Fletcher, was slowed early in the sea- 
son by dislocated fingers, but he simply hasn’t made 
many plays. His coverage skills have been less than 
advertised. No one expected him to match Fletcher's fire, 
but some intensity would be nice. Even though the team 
would take a salary-cap hit on both players, the Rams 
will have to strongly consider cutting them if they don’t 
show signs of improvement. —Jim Thomas 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Yds. Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 

Bulger 173-113 65.3 1496 52 12 4 106.0 9 

Warmer 220 «144 «655 1431 43 3 «11 «674 21 

RUSHING _ Att. Yds, Avg, PUNTING No. Yds. Avg, Bik. 
eed 173 «845 «649 8 Berger 54 2285 423 0 
Sor Sy a 
T. Wilkins 5 282) 10/4, 0 T.Witkins 40 916 229 0 
RECEIVING No. Yds. Avg, iy 
Hott Gos ae IAG TWikins 22-148 670 
mice 8M) SAU 8.0, Wistrom 4.5, Lewis 
Faulk 644487002 eu 


INTERCEPTIONS: Herring 3, Bly 2, A. 


J. Wilkins 8 28 3 18 67 Williams 1, Davis 1, McCieon 1. 


3, SF; L. Tomlinson, $.0.; 12-M. Boerigter, .C; P. Holmes, KC.;D. Jackson, Sea; D. Lyman, Chi; C. Portis, Den; Price, Buf: M, Vio, Ally Fu Wi 


a S San Francisco 49ers 


=< ws.com/nfi/te ams/49ers 


SHAKY FINISHES: In two of the team’s losses (at New | 
Orleans and at San Diego), it blew double-digit leads in 
the fourth quarter. And other games (against Seattle, 
Arizona and Kansas City) got closer than they needed to 
be. The defense is partly to blame; the secondary isn’t 
intimidating anybody. But the offensive woes are more | 
perplexing. Last Sunday against Seattle, the 49ers were 
held to minus-2 yards in the final 13:25 while going 
three-and-out on three straight possessions. Whether it 
is attitude or play calling or a lack of urgency, they must 
start playing in the fourth quarter like they do in the 
first three. ... RB Garrison Hearst believes he is most 
effective with a heavy workload and he delivered 124 
yards and three touchdowns in 31 carries Sunday. 

RB Kevan Barlow (knee) missed that game and is 
expected to miss at least the next two, so Hearst should 
continue to get plenty of work until Barlow heals. Then 


the backfield 

THIRD QUARTER Soy 
al : resume. 

OFFENSE: B+ Owens alone makes BREAK- 
this a threatening unit. THROUGH 
DEFENSE: B- Been better against PLAYER: 
good offenses than bad ones. LB Julian 
SPECIAL TEAMS: C- The punter, Peterson has 
kicker were dumped in November. made a notice- 
COACHING: B- The team isn't get- able leap in his 
ting the most out of its talent. third year. He 

shut down 


Chiefs TE Tony Gonzalez in coverage last month. But he 
is just as likely to make a momentum-turning play with 
his size, speed and athletic ability. Peterson is an effective 
pass rusher and can also make plays all over the field. 4 
His forced fumble after a deep completion to Seattle 
WR Darrell Jackson probably saved Sunday’s win. 
STRETCH RUN: The 49ers have survived mistakes and ~ 
made the necessary plays to win ugly against bad teams, 
but they have yet to show that they can hang with the 
league's elite. They have yet to display big-game urgency. 
It should help when two injured starters, FS Zack 
Bronson and LB Jamie Winborn, return in the next cou- 
ple of weeks. Two of the team’s best traits have been its 
ability to run the ball and stop the run—two elements 
that could prove key in the playoffs. But it also needs to 
get much better at stopping the pass, both by rushing | 
the quarterback and tightening up in the secondary. 
FOCAL POINT: The secondary has been woeful, hardly 
peaking as the playoffs approach. Bronson’s return will 
help, but will it be enough? In the last five weeks, Matt 
Hasselbeck, Koy Detmer, Drew Brees and Jake Plummer 
have looked like Pro Bowlers against the 49ers. Rookie 
nickel CB Mike Rumph has been picked on plenty, but 
starters Ahmed Plummer and Jason Webster are giving 
up their share of completions, too. —Mike Triplett 


PASSING Att. Comp. Pet. Yds, Long TD Int, Rating Sacked 
Garcia 397 248 «625 2640 76 16 8 86.9 15 
Rattay 22 12 545 «940 «O16 SO 0 653 2 
RUSHING Att. Yds. Avg. TD #f PUNTING No, Yds. Avg. Bik, 


Hearst = 164«781 4.87 ~—sLafleur 5 197 394 0 
cM KORETURNS No. Yds, Avg, TD 
a " 7 a a ball Se 
O.VUS,__ AVG, PUNT RETURNS No, Yds, Avg. 1D 
Ovéis 80 1102128 10 Wee aoa 
Streets 52 576 111 2 ; 
SACKS; Carter 8.5, Okeafor 5.0, 
Hearst 40) 2887.2 1 Shubblefield 2.0, Peterson 2.0 
SCORING XPM XPA FGM FGA Pls nis 3 


INTERCEPTIONS: Bronson 3, Parrish 


Chandler 86 6 2 2 12 9)Heand3. 


ins, Mia, >>> 
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4 
CEZ=E Move spainanew 


Seattle Seahawks 


is.com/nfl/teams/seahawks 


rough rookie season, 
WR Koren Robinson 
has made a quantum 
leap. It started when he 
reported to camp 


COMING OM: THIRD QUARTER GRADES stronger, healthier and 
No one on an OFFENSE: C It's getting better, start- more focused. It has con- 
eee ing with Robinson and Hasselbeck. tinued with Robinson 
oe playing DEFENSE: F It couldn't stop the run doing a better job of get- 
etter than i ting off the line, sellin 
Spaey on opening day. It still can't. 8 8 


Huff, who entered 
the starting line- 
up in Week 11 
after MLB Isaiah 
Kacyvenski went 
down with an ankle injury. Huff has been 
more physical and instinctive than 
Kacyvenski, which are two of the reasons 
he will stay in the lineup when 
Kacyvenski returns. In his first start, Huff 
had a game-high 10 tackles against the 
Broncos. The next week against the 
Chiefs, he made a momentum-shifting 
interception in the end zone at the end of 
the first half. Last Sunday, he had eight 
tackles in the loss to the 49ers. ... In the 
first four games without pass-rushing 
OLB Chad Brown, who was lost for the 
season with a broken foot in Week 9, the 
team has four sacks. That’s only half of 
this sad-sack story. Starting DEs Lamar 
King and Antonio Cochran have com- 
bined for three sacks in 12 games. 


SPECIAL TEAMS: B The most con- 
sistent part of inconsistent team. 
COACHING: C- At least the team 
has improved a little. 


his routes—even when 
he’s not the primary 
receiver—and catching 
the ball. 

STRETCH RUN: The 
more young players such 
as QB Matt Hasselbeck, RB Shaun 
Alexander, TE Jerramy Stevens, 
Robinson and WR Darrell Jackson show 
coach Mike Holmgren they can handle, 
the more he will open up the offense, as 
in the Week 12 shootout win over the 
Chiefs. Holmgren became so frustrated 
with falling behind, 10-0, after the Chiefs’ 
first two series that he allowed 
Hasselbeck to start throwing the ball 
downfield. It’s a trend that needs to con- 
tinue. After all, what does this team have 
to lose in its final four games? 

FOCAL POINT: The team not only ranks 
last in the NFL in run defense, it was 
allowing an average of almost 35 yards 
more per game than the 3lst-ranked 
Bengals through Week 12. The players’ 


8 King has experi- 


Bay Buccaneers 


7 fasstesporinamews. com/nfl/teams/buccaneers 


BREAKTHROUGH 
PLAYER: CB Brian Kelly 
is validating the team’s 
decision to let go of 
CB Donnie Abraham. 


KING FOR THIRD PRANES Kelly’s ability as a tackler 
NOW: Shaun King OFFENSE: C Can the team produce never was in doubt, but 
will be the back- the points it will need in the playoffs? few thought he had the 
up quarterback DEFENSE: A This is their best job hands or the coverage 
down the stretch. _ Vet with Kiffin’s cover 2 scheme. skills to be a big-time 
His knowledge of SPECIAL TEAMS: B- Gramatica playmaker. He leads the 
the system is just has been shaky. - team with six intercep- 
as good as Rob COACHING: B+ Grudenisfindinga ons. Much of his suc- 


Johnson’s, and 


ence leading the 

team in a postseason race. Johnson, who 
has been sacked nine times and intercept- 
ed twice in about five quarters of play 
this season, has failed to display the poise 
and decision-making skills the team seeks. 
Though he lacks Johnson’s arm strength 
and moves a bit slower, King is mobile 
enough to make plays with his feet and 
has more patience with the ball. King’s 
No. 2 status might be an indication the 
club will re-sign him and let Johnson go. 
Both will be free agents after the season. 
... It’s inevitable the club will re-sign LBs 
Shelton Quarles and Al Singleton. The 
team is elated with the way Quarles has 
taken over the middle spot, and Singleton 
has proved he can handle regular duty on 
the strong side and still perform effec- 


way to win with very little offense. 


cess can be attributed to 
hours spent trying to 
improve at securing balls 
thrown his way and to extra film time. 

STRETCH RUN: The defensive line is a 
major reason the team leads the league in 
interceptions. The line alone is applying 
enough pressure to force quarterbacks 
into mistakes, allowing the linebackers to 
spend more time in coverage. As long as 
the line continues to win its battles, the 
secondary can avoid blitzing and can cre- 
ate the takeaways needed to boost a 
sometimes inconsistent offense. 

FOCAL POINT: As opponents concen- 
trate more on stopping WRs Keyshawn 
Johnson and Keenan McCardell, the team 
will try to make more use of WR Joe 
Jurevicius. He has proved recently that 
he can make big plays on third down and 
in the red zone, even against double-teams. 
The plan to make more use of Jurevicius 


— 


BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: After a confidence is shot because they have tively on special teams. 
PASSING Att. Comp, Pct. Yds. Long 1D Int. Rating Sacked oeaetiye 2 uae BA PASSING Att. Comp. Pct. Ys. 
Hasselbeck 258 165 640 1802 44 9 5 880 15 Se seams B.Johnson 379 234° 61.7. 2520 
Dilfer 168 «94 560 1182 8 4 6 714 7 andbeen Sala el so R.Johnson 45 29 64.4 243 
Se | ane 
Nexander 209 779 37 11 Feagles TERR OCP Sppathnctstlal wetirletee lp els 8 Pittman 159 537 34 0 
Morris CCM KO RETURNS No, Yds. Avg. TD matter what the team tries, it ff} Aistott 105 336 3.2 
Hasselbeck 22 84 38 0 “Moris 32 765 239 1 doesn'twork. Many ofthese ff Stecker 19 118 62 
players will return next year, RECEIVING No, Yds, Avg. ' 
i eee (ane 

inson ‘ le ardel 
inches 1490. 668496 2 Baer Brown Bemard 4.0, to at least improve what has Pinal Ws 2A 


BUM UMMC INTERCEPTIONS: Tongue 3, Springs 2, 


Lindell 26 26 16 21 74 W.Williams 1, D. Evans 1, Cochran 1. 


‘Wastiington Redskins 


pi IK mews.com/nfl/teams/redskins 


NOT SO BAD: The loss of 
LB Jeremiah Trotter (knee) for the 


tackles and can set a tone for the 

defense. ... RT Jon Jansen is the potential free agent 
most critical to the team’s future. But with each passing 
week it looks more as though he will test the market. If 
that happens, he won't be back. Alex Sulfsted can move 
from left guard to right tackle. A healthy Kipp Vickers 
might be able to give the team adequate play for part of 
a season as Jansen’s replacement. But neither has the 


season might not be as devastating as | OFFENSE: D Constant Sande at size to get position on smaller 

it seems. Trotter hasn't provided the quarterback leads to inconsistency. defenders, then wins most battles for 
big plays he was signed for. His DEFENSE: €+ Some big playshave —_ contested passes. 

replacement, Kevin Mitchell, is a been made as well as given up. STRETCH RUN: Is the offense bad? 
proven, dependable player. He’s SPECIAL TEAMS: C- Kicking game Or are the players? The answer will 
probably not as good as Trotter in deteriorating; coverage/returns OK. shape the team’s offseason acquisi- 
pass coverage, but Mitchell is a solid COACHING: D The NFL is a tough tions and draft philosophy. Nothing 
run stopper who makes physical place to undergo on-the-job training. —_will change until the team is official- 


been a season-long embar- 
rassment. —Clare Farnsworth 


SCORING XPM XPA FGM FGA Pts. 


Gramatica 25 25 22 29 91 


skills, strength or attitude of Jansen. 
BREAKTHROUGH PLAYER: Rod Gardner can be a legit- 
imate front-line receiver. He has greatly reduced his 
drops and has become a more consistent route runner. 
But the most impressive thing he has 
a - done is improve his effort, which 
was sometimes lacking. He uses his 


ly eliminated from the playoffs. Even 
then, change will be difficult because the team is mired 
in a “the future is now” philosophy, even when the pres- 
ent is bleak and unpromising. Winning games always 
will supersede giving young players experience. After the 
next loss, the logical thing to do would be to turn the 
offense over to QB Patrick Ramsey. He is the most physi- 
cally talented quarterback, and he needs all the work he 


Yds, Avg. TD [) PUNTING No. Yds. Avg. Bik, 
4 EOE No. Yds. Avg. TD 


(6-5, 230), who has-good ~ 


_ - a —_ speed and a distinct size 
22 0 2 50.8 9 advantage against any Cor- 


nerback, relies on getting 
0 better play from the offen- 
sive line. It is improving, 
and as it does, it allows the 


Tupa 67 2885 43.1 


25 631 252 0 
a ae TMM tam to make more use of 
Williams 37. 377 102 1 three- and four-wide receiv- 


er sets that don’t require the 
use of a second tight end to 
block. —Roy Cummings 


SACKS: Rice 14.5, Sapp 7.5, Wyms 
45. 


INTERCEPTIONS: Kelly 6, Brooks 4, 
Lynch 3, D. Smith 3. 


can get. Whether logic will win out, however, always is 
the question with the club. 

FOCAL POINT: Because RB Stephen Davis is likely to 
be elsewhere next season, the team must determine 
whether his replacement is on the roster or needs to be 
added through the draft or the free-agent market. 
Kenny Watson is the backup, but it is difficult to see him 
as the starter for an entire season. Ladell Betts was draft- 
ed as Davis’ eventual replacement, and the coaching staff 
must find out how well Betts can perform in Steve 
Spurrier’s offense. —Paul Woody 


PASSING Att. Comp, Pet. Yds. Long TD Int. Rating Sacked 
Ramsey 103 «51 495 723 Gt 3 6 580 14 
Wuerffel 723 845 616 560 40 3 5 706 6 
RUSHING Att. Yds. Avg, TD — No, Yds. Avg, - 
Davis 193 726 38 6 48 Wek 40.1 
Watson 78 MS 47 0 
Thompson 8 7189 BEE - 
RECEIVING io Yds. Avg. B 
Gardner 760 14 Balle 11 142 129° 0 
Thompson | i 139 2 ok S:Aningon 80, Smith 5.0, 
Watson Be 226 87 «1 


INTERCEPTIONS: Bailey 3, Smoot 3, 
Ohalete 3. 


Tuthill E: 21 10 16 50 


SACHS 4.0-N. Kalu, Phi; 3.0-S. Rice, LB,; 8 Sciol Ind.; 2.0-K. Bell, Pit; M. Coleman, Jac.; H. Douglas, Phi.; E. Freeman, K.G. S. Rogers, Atl: B. Smith, Was. J. Taylor Mia 
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BB The season is 
more than one- 
quarter over. So 
when are the 
Capitals going to 
start scoring? A 
team with Jaromir 
Jagr, Peter Bondra, 
Robert Lang and 
Sergei Gonchar 
should not be so 
close to the bottom 
of the Eastern 
Conference in 
goals. Give goal- 
tender Olaf Kolzig 
some offensive 
support. Please. 
It's not early 
anymore. 
i It would take 
one heck of a run 
by the Predators to 
reach the playoffs, 
$0 season-ticket 
holders in 
Nashville can start 
making plans for 
their refunded 6 
percent ticket 
increase. The 
Predators’ slow 
Start means the 
tension of a spring 
run, which would 
have had more — 
than just a playoff 
spot on the line, 
won't happen. 
‘Owner Craig 
Leipold can start 
signing those 


KARA YORIO 


kyorio @sportingnews.com 


e interrupt the battle 
against the clutch-and- 
grabbers to bring to your 
attention a more serious 
problem, one that is not 
about the entertainment 
value of the game but its 
integrity and the safety of the players. 
This Friday, the Maple Leafs play the 
Islanders for the first time since their ugly 
and bitter first-round playoff battle at the 
end of April. The physical series turned 
dirty and included the Maple Leafs’ Darcy 
Tucker targeting and taking out Islanders 
captain Michael Peca with a submarine hit 


, behind the play. 


Peca was lost for the rest of the playoffs 
and more than a month of this season. 
Tucker was not punished. At the time. 
Friday night, Peca’s teammates might 
change that—and injure the game in the 
process. 

Peca vowed revenge during the summer 
but changed his tune a few weeks later as 
his left knee started to improve—a knee 
that had to be reconstructed after what 
Tucker called a “hip check.” In fact, it sim- 
ply was a cheap hit. In a calm, rational 
moment a couple of weeks before the 
teams were to meet again, Peca denounced 
any eye-for-an-eye behavior. 

“From the fans’ perspective, they want 
to see the fireworks go off,” Peca says. “We 
feel what he did was wrong and inexcus- 
able, but it takes people growing up. 
There’s a lot you can do within the rules of 
the game. You certainly don’t want to do 
anything stupid. It has to do with respect- 
ing yourself and not disrespecting the 
game. That's when you've got to be the 
bigger person.” 

Whether Peca’s teammates will be big- 
ger people remains to be seen, but he 
makes an excellent point. This is a game 
that allows players to vent their anger and 
frustration within the rules with crushing 
hits. It even allows players to drop their 
gloves and fight. How much more can 
they allow? 

The league also has a rule against 
“attempt to injure,” and officials—both on 
and off the ice—determine if that’s what a 
player had in mind. What was Tucker 
doing, other than attempting to injure 
Peca? The league saw no attempt to injure 


Cheap hits could cost the NHL 


The NHL needs to monitor hard hits such as this one on Carolina’s Rod Brind’Amour. 


and did nothing. The Islanders saw it dif- 
ferently and might take Tucker’s punish- 
ment into their own hands. The league 
will be sorry. 

Over the summer, the general managers 
looked at the tape of the hit and wanted 
the rules enforced to ensure it wouldn’t 
happen again. 

“With an injury like that, that’s a hit we 
would punish now,’ commissioner Gary 
Bettman says. “Not because it was illegal at 
the time, but because now, upon reflection, 
we've decided that that’s the kind of hit we 
can do without. The consequences of it can 
be devastating. It’s not all low hits. It’s real- 
ly if you're moving north and south. If 
youre going in the same direction, you can 
still give a hip check. We're now distin- 
guishing between north/south travel and 
everybody moving in the same direction.” 

But what if Peca hadn’t been injured? 
What if he saw Tucker sinking low and 
jumped out of the way? Should Tucker’s 
intent be ignored? Do actions have conse- 
quences only when another player is 
injured? If the target gets lucky, does that 
mean the assailant is off the hook? 

The NHL must make it known that 


such hits and intentions are inexcusable by 
applying fines.and suspensions. Right 
now, the maximum fine against a player is 
$1,000. Peca says that must be changed in 
the next collective bargaining agreement. 
That’s how bad this has gotten: A player is 
lobbying for something in the next CBA 
that would cost the players money. The 
change in the fines won’t come before the 
next CBA, but something else can be 
changed: the environment that allows and 
even rewards such plays. 

Teams cannot support such actions. 
Fining the organization and the player 
would be the first step toward getting gen- 
eral managers and coaches to tell their 
players such behavior is not acceptable on 
their team, Would that be turning a back 
on a teammate? No. It would be remind- 
ing the player of what is right and wrong; 
what will be allowed and what will not; 
what is acting like a man in competition 
and what is acting like a child who does 
whatever it takes to get what he wants. 

These issues might not resurface until 
the playoffs, but the NHL needs to prepare 
teams now, letting them know that dirty 
or cheap hits will be severely punished. 


KENT SMITH FOR TSN 
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And the league needs to err on the side of 
caution. An overreaction is better than not 
reacting at all. 

Friday night’s game will show what can 
happen when the league does not react. 
The players will take it upon themselves. 
Passion—and anger—will take over. The 
Islanders lost their best player and the first 
round of the playoffs. They see the two 
linked, and they think the league let them 
down. 

The NHL cannot let this happen again. 
The consequences are too high, escalation 
too dangerous. People will say, “Let them 
play,’ which means pocket the whistles 
and don’t hand out suspensions. But how 
about letting them play fair? This week, 
the league will be reminded that hooking 
and holding might not be the worst 
infractions on the ice! 


TSN 


Want to update your datebook? All the 
important upcoming dates on the NHL 


calendar are at www.sportingnews.com/ 
nhi/keydates. html. 


MOIL BONDING 


ORIO ANSWERS YOUR QUESTIO 

Last season, the Flyers had a bad power 
play and much of the blame was put on 
now-ousted coach Bill Barber. Under new 
coach Ken Hitchcock, the power play was 
improved. Then the Flyers went into a slump. 
What gives? 


p 
KATA 


John Sigl, Philadelphia 


John: The power play is the streakiest 
element in hockey. When a power-play 
unit is clicking, the team has incredible 
confidence, and the players seem to know 
exactly where every member of the unit is 
going to be. 

But once the successful team gets into a 
pattern, opponents—after hours of ana- 
lyzing videotape and scouting—know 
how to get into the lanes and anticipate 
passes or shots. At that point, the power 
play must be tweaked. 

The Flyers were so used to success early 
in the season, they lost “jump” when they 
failed to convert on the first two power 
plays of a given game. Also, any power- 
play unit can fall out of the habit of doing 
some basics, such as putting the puck on _ 
goal and crashing the net. Instead, players 
try for the pretty play, which rarely works. 

Bottom line: The Flyers have the coach- 
es and players to be successful, so their 
power play will bounce back. 


coach Ken 
Hitchcock is getting a 
chance to see what 


Flyers 


kind of players he has. 
With LW John LeClair 
(shoulder) out for 10 
to 12 the 
Flyers—already in a 
fall when LeClair went 
down—must find 
offense and leadership. 


weeks, 


LeClair was the team’s 
best player, even dir- 
ing its recent slide. 
Now it is up to a group 
of Flyers to make up 
for the loss. Natural 
C Keith Primeau will 
get some playing time 
at left wing. Primeau, 
RW Mark Recchi and 
C Jeremy Roenick 
must produce. Now would be a good time for 
C Michal Handzus to find the scoring touch that 
brought the Blues 25 goals three seasons ago. ... 
Penalty killing has been key to the Canucks’ incred- 
ible recent surge. Coaches always say the most 
important and best penalty killer is the goalie, and 
G Dan Cloutier has been great for Vancouver. 
LW Markus Naslund, C Brendan Morrison and 
RW Todd Bertuzzi are giving Cloutier offensive sup- 
port. In his fifth full season, Morrison has found a 


. consistent offensive game that he lacked in the past. 


... The Kings will show the more immediate gain 
from the trade with the Panthers that brought 
D Dmitry Yushkevich to Los Angeles for F Jaroslav 
Bednar and D Andreas Lilja. Yushkevich is a veteran 
who makes the Kings better defensively right now. 
The Panthers will have to wait for results, but they 
should come. Bednar, 26, and Lilja, 27, are in their 
first full NHL season and are showing promise. The 
Panthers cut salary—which was.their main goal— 
and picked up some promise. ... The Coyotes can’t 
break a problematic pattern. The players are show- 


ing up mentally unprepared, and the team is falling | before hurling himself to the ice. 


behind fast. Coach Bobby Francis has talked to each 
player but isn’t getting a positive response on the ice. 


Francis has tried shak- 
ing up line combina- 
tions, again with no 
He 
seems fed up and out 
of ideas. The team has 
RW Claude Lemieux, 
who always has found 
a way to spark teams 


lasting results. 


in the past, but 
Lemieux is resting 
a fractured foot. 


RW Tony Amonte, the 
Coyotes’ big offseason 
acquisition, needs a 
few big games to get 
the team motivated 
from the start. On-ice 
success always helps 
off-ice problems. ... 
Islanders G.M. Mike 
Milbury must be kick- 
ing himself for not 
being a little more 


KENT SMITH FOR TSN 


Handzus (above) must 


ps up st lhe patient with D Dick 
offense while LeClair g 
is out with an injury. Tarnstrom. Placed on 


waivers by the 
Islanders after one NHL season, Tarnstrom was 
picked up by the Penguins. He had 25 points (four 
goals and 21 assists) entering the week and has been 
a key member of the Penguins’ potent power play. 
... It's sad that all of the whining about officiating 
led director of officiating Andy VanHellemond to 
meet with the six-general manager steering com- 
mittee and to issue a statement saying the steering 
committee agreed: “The standard is being enforced 
appropriately.” VanHellemond should know that 
from monitoring the games and shouldn’t feel pres- 
sured into a public gesture with general managers’ 
support. The real concern is diving. If the league 
wants to stop diving, it must call it alone without a 
penalty against the opposing player. If someone is 
diving, more often than not there shouldn't be a 
penalty against the other player. When it puts his 
team down a man, maybe a player will think twice 
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CCOUTING REPOR 


JEFF FRIESEN, LW, DEWILS 
6-0, 215 Age: 26 

Friesen was traded to the Devils in July, after 
struggling to score in 96 games with the 
Mighty Ducks. Before that, he almost had 
seven full seasons with the Sharks, who drafted 
him 11th overall in 1994. With the Sharks’ 
Owen Nolan and Vincent Damphousse, 
Friesen completed one of the league’s best lines 
and regularly hit the 60-point range. The 
Devils are counting on him to hit that level 
again. 

STRENGTHS: Friesen is a good puck-handler 
and has an accurate shot. Although not overly 
big, he is strong and—combined with his pow- 
erful skating—can make things happen while 
forechecking, fighting in the corner or crash- 
ing the net. But Friesen’s biggest attribute, says 
a Western Confererice scout, is his “top-end 
speed.” : 

The scout says Friesen won't have trouble 
adapting to the East’s style of play after spend- 
ing his first eight seasons in the West. “It’s easy 
to say the West is an end-to-end game, but 
with the change in rules, the gap is really clos- 
ing,” the scout says. 

WEAKNESSES: Friesen has a history of 
struggling at the end of December and 
through January. His lack of success with the » 
Ducks can be linked to a loss of confidence. He 
also became easily frustrated and was led away 
from his strengths. Friesen was pressing too 
much early this season, and the pressure built 
as he went game after game without a goal. He 
tends to pass too much when he loses confi- 
dence. And if he’s not skating well, all aspects 
of his game suffer. Devils coach Pat Burns 
hasn't kept the same lines together, and Friesen 
doesn’t excel under such conditions, “He’s the 
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Goaltender Byron Dafoe was 
an unsigned, unrestricted free 
agent until November 20, when 
he struck a deal with the 
Thrashers. This is his account of 
his first week back in the NHL. 


The deal was done on 
November 19, and we tried to 
find a flight early enough so I 
could practice with the team the 
next day. But the Thrashers had 
an off day scheduled, so it didn’t 
matter. We had the press confer- 
ence on November 20, and I was 
thrilled with the media turnout. I 
didn’t expect it. Still, I just want- 
ed to get to the arena, get on the 
ice and meet the team. When I 
did, everyone was welcoming 
me, making sure they stopped by 
and introduced themselves, I was 
pumped as I laced up my skates 
and put on the Thrashers jersey 
for practice. I had a new team 
and a new opportunity, 

The summer went by with 
highs and lows, and some days I 
wondered, “Why me?” But my 
agent kept me positive and 
going to work every day, with 
the Merrimack College team. 
Despite the lows, I haye never 
doubted my ability. 

I was excited to get to my first 
game on November 26 against 
the Canadiens (a 3-2 loss). 1 was 
physically and mentally ready. 
The fact that it was in Montreal, 
which is one of the great hockey 
cities, made it even better. I 


How do you feel? 


Say you're the go-to guy for a young club (Flames) 
that struggles every year to make the playoffs and to 
make enough money to be able to stay in town. Then, 
out of the blue, you're traded to one of the richest and 
most successful teams (Avalanche) in the league. And, 
just as suddenly, you go from being the top gun on D 

to one of the Three Amigos and see your ice time cut. 


Dafoe was thrilled to suit up for the Thrashers after a long offseason. 


thought I was going to be nerv- 
ous, but I felt good right off the 
bat. And as the game went on, I 
felt better and better. My condi- 
tioning was good, and I was see- 
ing the puck well. The rebounds 
weren't where I wanted them to 
be, but that will come. I need to 
play in games to get to my nor- 
mal level of play. 

I’m just happy to be back 
working again and doing what I 
love. It was tough not to play 


But when you get a chance to play on the power 
play—which you do—you're playing alongside five 
players (including the goalie) who collectively make 
more money than the combined salaries of every 
player on your former team. 

Derek Morris, how do you feel? 


“It's been easy, actually,” Morris says. “When | first 


| when I wanted to, and now that 


I have the opportunity again, f 
am going to play the best I can. 
In the past, there were days 
when I didn’t want to go to the 
rink or practice because I was 
tired and didn’t feel like it. Now, 
I just think back to the last few 


| months when I couldn't go to an 


NHL practice. I have a new 
appreciation for the game. Every 
time I hit the ice now, I’m going 


| to take full advantage of it. 


_ RYAN REMIORZ / AP 


type of guy who needs to develop chemistry,” got here, | wanted to get the puck to them; you want Wins the Canucks had this BI) 
the scout says. to get the puck to the better players on the ice. But season after 24 games. Last § | 

SCOUT’S BOTTOM LINE: “If he plays with Rob Blake told me, ‘When | pass the puck over to you, season, it took the Canucks until = 
good players, he can be a 25- to 30-goal guy don’t pass it back. Shoot.’ " Game No. 40 to record the same =) 
with maybe 35 or 40 assists.” —Kara Yorio Opposing goalies, how do you feel? —Paul Grant number of wins. 2 | 
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With encouragement from the anxious Rockets, 
STEVE FRANGIS is restricting his high-flying 
game to reduce the risk of a crash landing 

By SEAN DEVENEY PHOTO BY ROBERT SEALE/TSN 


; , 
| | 10. Prodigious 


leaper Steve Francis is in the air again, and 
deep in the subconscious of the Rockets’ 
coaching staff, there’s a familiar panic rising: 
Oh, no. It’s quite a predicament. On one 
hand, much of Francis’ talent as a basketball 
player is tied to that ability to get into the air, 
so it’s not something his coaches want to 
curb. On the other, those close to the team 
have come to see a more fragile side of 
Francis in the past year, and there is the 
impulse to worry, an impulse that makes the 
coaches want to place feather mattresses 
under the basket every time he jumps. 

Francis is a tough kid, a 6-3 point guard 
who is comfortable scrapping with bigger 
guys in the paint, unafraid to challenge cen- 
ters and power forwards with drives to the 
rim. He prides himself on his toughness, 
and he rebounds like a forward, averaging 
6.9 rebounds per game. Tough as he is, 
though, Francis also is suffering from a mys- 
terious inner ear problem, Meniere’s disease, 
which has no cure. It is unpredictable, and it 
triggers debilitating migraine headaches. 

Francis continued to improve last season, 
making the All-Star team for the first time 
in his three-year career, but the migraines 
made it brutal for him off the court, espe- 
cially because he did not know what was 
causing them. There were times when 
Francis could not get up to answer the door 
at his home, times when it hurt just to have 
the lights on, Some nights, he would lie on 
the training table, sick, minutes before 
tipoff. He'd get up and play anyway. 

Now that he knows it’s Meniere’s, things 
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are better for Francis. The disease won't go 
away, but he can take steps to ease the 
effects. Headaches come, but they are rarer, 
and the problem is a little less frightening. 

That is, unless you are a Rockets coach 
and you are watching Francis beat Blazers 
guard Jeff McInnis off the dribble in the 
third quarter of an early November game in 
Houston. Francis has a clear path from the 
perimeter to the basket. He drives, then 
jumps toward the rim. This is where the 
“Oh, no” reaction kicks in, Portland’s 
Rasheed Wallace tries to rotate over to help, 
but he is too late. His hand gets caught on 
Francis’ elbow, and Francis loses his feet and 
goes parallel with the ground. There’s a hard 
fall coming, and if you're a Rockets coach, 
you sure hope that a hard fall is not on the 
list of triggers for Meniere’s, What if he hits 
his head? Francis lands, hard on his back, 
and does not get up at first, leading to a 
breathless moment at the Compaq Center. 
He soon stands, limping but smiling. 
Nothing to worry about; his rump took the 
brunt of the fall. As coach Rudy 
Tomjanovich later points out, “Luckily, he 
fell on some cushioning.” 

Francis knows he might not always be so 
lucky. The Meniere’s disease and the inher- 
ent physical danger that comes with his 
high-flying style make for a potentially 
painful and damaging combination. “Does 
it scare me?” he says. “Hell, yeah. I still had 
stiffness from (the fall against Portland) a 
week later. | don’t know what would happen 
if it was my head. But that is how basketball 
is played. It is not a soft sport.” 


Francis is about as soft as thumbtacks and 
has played that way since his arrival in the 
league. He is willing to absorb hits like the 
one the floor gave him after he tangled with 
Wallace, but Rockets coaches want him to 
learn that he does not have to play that way. 
During his first three years, Francis was a 
bundle of jitters, neglecting open jump shots 
and safe passes in favor of drives to the bas- 
ket among bigger, burlier players. He was 
comfortable with that because it’s what he 
does best. But there are easier ways to get two 
points, and Francis is beginning to see that. 

“One of the toughest things we’ve had to 
do here is to convince the guy he is a good 
shooter,’ says assistant coach Jim Boylen. 
“He was always able to take guys off the 
dribble, just shake guys and get to the rim 
and dunk. But he is a good shooter; we have 
always told him that. And he’d say, “Well, I 
know, but, but, but ...’ Then he’d go out and 
try to dunk again. He has changed that.” 

He has changed many things. He is 
healthier, having gotten over the foot injury 
that afflicted him last winter and recovered 
from shoulder surgery in May. To help 
control the headaches, Francis had to 
change his diet, cutting down on salt. That 
meant no fast food, so Francis hired a per- 
sonal chef. He was awarded a six-year con- 
tract extension by the Rockets in the off- 
season, which should pay him more than 
$80 million but isn’t likely to change his 
reputation for being one of the most gen- 
erous players in the league when it comes 
to taking care of friends, family and team 
personnel. He moved from suburban 
Sugar Land to a house a few minutes from 
the Compaq Center so that he could prac- 
tice shooting whenever he was in the 
mood. There is a lot changing off the court 
for Francis these days, but he’s doing a lot 
of changing on it, too. 


he night before every game, Francis | 
meets Boylen on the court for 20 min- | 


utes of shooting. For home games, 

they meet at the Compaq Center. On 
the road, they meet in the hotel lobby and 
ride to the arena together. It’s a light work- 
out, but it’s part of the alteration in Francis’ 
approach to the game. He wants to know 
what Boylen has seen from the guy who will 
guard him, whether the team plays much 
zone, whether there are matchups the 
Rockets can exploit. Sometimes, he and 
Boylen talk basketball for a few minutes, 
then talk about whatever is on Francis’ 


mind. Boylen stresses the need for Francis | 


to play in the moment without thinking too 


much. These sessions help “make sure that | 


all I am thinking about is what’s ahead | 


. tomorrow night,” Francis says. The Rockets 
will play 82 games; Francis plans to take 
each one seriously. 

Step one toward that goal is to not rely on 


what comes naturally to Francis—driving to | 


the basket, using his quickness, ballhan- 
dling skills and jumping ability to drive the 
Rockets’ offense. Francis tended to do that 
early in his career, because of his youth, and 
he played that way last year, because the 
Rockets were so addled by injuries that he 
had little choice. Now, he is more con- 
cerned with being a cog in the offense. His 
scoring average (24.4) is higher than ever, 
but that fact seems to annoy him. 

“I have been passing more, trying to 
make smarter passes,” Francis says. “But 
teams have not been double-teaming me, 
so I am supposed to shoot. I am not out 
there putting up shots that are out of the 
offense. I am scoring more, but I am not 
trying to. I am doing it in the flow of the 
offense.” 

In a game last week against the Clippers, 
with the Rockets down three, Francis drove 
from the 3-point.line on the left side to a 
spot near the free-throw line, 16 feet from 
the basket. He pulled up his dribble, with 
6-8 Elton Brand in front of him and 7-0 
Michael Olowokandi helping. Instead of 


’ forcing a shot over the defenders, Francis 


dumped a pass back to Glen Rice, who was 
wide open and made a 3-pointer. Excitable 
Rockets color man Calvin Murphy, over- 
come by the sight of Francis newfound 
wisdom, hyperbolized, “That’s the best 
pass Steve has made all season!” 

“He has been making good decisions all 
season,’ Tomjanovich says. “He is our best 
player, so the ball is going-to be in his 
hands, and he is going to get more scoring 
opportunities. When he has them, we want 
him to take them. But he is making the 
right passes out there.” 

Francis has picked a good time to 
emerge as a team leader and smarter all- 
around player. He is 25. Rookie teammate 
Yao Ming is 22 and already blossoming 
into a top center, securing Houston’s future 
at the two toughest spots for NBA teams to 
fill. Yao and Francis figure to be a long- 
running tandem, and they're only now 
developing an on-court rapport. 

“It’s fun to watch,” Boylen says. “With 
Yao, Steve has someone who is a real inside 
threat, someone he can dump it to. What’s 
great is that Yao is starting to look for Steve 
more, too, because Steve is a smart cutter 
and Yao will hit him with the pass. Steve 
was not looking for Yao at first, but he is 
more now. There is a chemistry that is get- 
ting started there.” 

It has not gone unnoticed. “That could 
be a dangerous combination for a long 
time,” Trail Blazers coach Maurice Cheeks 
says. “In a couple of years, they will be 
something.” That would be a nice change 
for Francis—making other coaches say, 
“Oh, no.” TSN 


E-mail staff writer Sean Deveney at 
sdeveney @sportingnews.com. 
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Hi What does Phil 
Jackson have to 
do to get the 
attention of USA 
Basketball? Larry 
Brown was chosen 
as the coach of the 
2004 Olympic 
team despite his 
history of being at 
odds with star 
players. Now, he’ll 
have an entire 
team of stars. 
Skeptics point out 
that Jackson wins 
only with the 
league's best play- 
ers. But isn’t that 
what the Olympic 
team will be made 
up of? 


Mi The Mavericks, 
despite their fast 
start, have a prob- 
lem that will doom 
them at playoffs 
time—lack of 
toughness. They 
can be pushed 
around, and when 
that happens, they 
struggle. 


Bi The Wizards’ 
Michael Jordan for- 
mally announced 
what we’ve known 
since last fall—this 
will be his last sea- 
son on the court. 
The Wizards have 
struggled, and 
though many critics 
have used this 
opportunity to bash 
Jordan's decision 
to come back to 
the NBA, his return 
has been an over- 
whelming success. 
The Wizards will 
Sell out every game 
this season, same 
as last year. Jordan 
has revitalized one 
of the league's 
most moribund 
franchises, 


SEAN DEWENEY 


sdeveney @ sportingnews.com 


on Artest is not crazy, though he 
would not mind if you think of 
him that way. He has punted a 
perfectly good basketball, pound- 
ed a scorer’s table and hurled a 
water bottle into the stands, not 
ordinarily acts of the sane and 
well-adjusted. He is known to take a brain- 
dead foul or two during the course of a 
game—particularly that ignominious pet 
peeve of coaches at all levels, the backcourt 
reach-in—and when he does, he momen- 
tarily fixes an intense, Travis Bickle-style 
glare on the whistle-blowing ref, which cre- 
ates a bit of dramatic tension. Then, he 
loosens, smiles and delivers a “good call” 
pat on the ref’s hindside. 

“He is a good defender,” says Pistons 
shooting guard Richard Hamilton. “But 
you can’t get caught up in being afraid of 
him or letting him intimidate you.” 

Good advice, but easier said than done. 
Artest says he brings a “football mentality” 
to the art of basketball defense, and the 
result often is as jarring for opponents as 
it is inspiring for his Pacers teammates. 
Artest harassed Eddie Jones and Allan 
Houston into off games this season. Tracy 
McGrady arrived in Indiana after scoring 
more than 30 points in seven straight 
games. With Artest on him, McGrady 
wound up with just 13. Artest hounded 
Dallas guard Michael Finley into a 7-for- 
20 night on Thanksgiving, helping give the 
Mavericks their first loss after a 14-0 start. 

Artest is perhaps the most intense and 
active defender in the league, with quick 
hands and relentless energy. In the Indiana 
locker room, Pacers coaches hang a list of 
defensive deflections. During a 10-game 
stretch early in.the season, Artest deflected 
an average of 6.4 passes. He is averaging 
2.0 steals, but the deflections are a better 
measure of how disruptive he can be—he 
usually messes up six or seven of the 
opposition’s plays each game. 

“Ron is like (Pistons forward) Ben Wal- 
lace because he can control a game on the 
defensive end,’ says Pacers power forward 
Jermaine O'Neal. “A lot of that-he does with 
heart, and some is intimidation. Just 
always being there, always grabbing. Some- 
times you think he is out of the play, and 
he pops up and gets a hand on the ball.” 

Artest was a godsend for coach Isiah 


Artest (rear) deflects a half-dozen passes a game 
and gives Indiana toughness it lacked on defense. 


Thomas, who has pushed defense and 
toughness since he took over the Pacers 
two years ago. The message did not get 
through, though, to a team built around 
Jalen Rose and Reggie Miller—neither 
player is known for defensive gusto. By 
trading Rose for Artest, as well as Brad 
Miller and Ron Mercer, the Pacers finally 
had players who could demonstrate on the 
court what Thomas was preaching on the 
sidelines. After the trade, which came 
February 19 last season, the Pacers went 
from giving up an average of 97.3 points 
per game to 95.1, This season, the team is 
holding opponents to 88.9 points. 

The Pacers have developed an edge. 
Consider the way Artest describes their 
defensive goal: “We want to suffocate the 
other guys.’ Now consider O’Neal’s descrip- 
tion: “We are going to be mentally tough; 
weé are going to be physically tough; we are 
going to hurt some people out on the 
floor.’ And, finally, forward Al Harrington 


; The art of intimidation 


says, “From the first quarter, 
we want to crush their will. 
That is becoming our identi- 
ty.’ Indeed, it was their tough- 
ness, their willingness to push 
around Finley and forward 
Dirk Nowitzki that led to the 
win over Dallas. 

Pacers players have a chip 
on their shoulders, annoyed 
that no one picked them 
among the league’s top 
teams. They are offended 
that they’re not selling out 
Conseco Fieldhouse. They 
believe their youth—the 
average age is 25.1 years—is 
counted too heavily as a neg- 
ative and that Thomas has 
taken too much criticism. It 
might only fan the flames to 
mention that Indiana has 
had the benefit of a soft early 
schedule, with 10 of its first 
15 games at home. 

“We understand that 
nobody picked us todo any- 
thing,” O'Neal says. “Even 
our writers here. Nobody 
picked us to do anything.” 

No player exemplifies the 
Pacers’ status as an overlooked 
bunch better than Artest. His 
defensive prowess has long 
been established, but he had 
the offensive reputation of a 
shot-happy chucker with bad 

aim. Artest shot 41 percent from the field his 
first three seasons but has shown much bet- 
ter shot selection this season. Entering the 
week, he was shooting 51.7 percent from the 
field. He averaged 16.9 points, 5.3 rebounds 
and 3.2 assists in the Pacers’ first 15 games, 
but his name is nowhere to be found on the 
league's All-Star ballot (printed ridiculously 
early, as usual). 

Mention this to Artest after a game, and 
you'll get that Bickle glare and the atten- 
dant fear about what he might do to your 
noggin for bringing up such an injustice. 
Then, a smile. “I don’t really want to be on 
the ballot,” he says. “I would not want to 
play in that stuff. Pd rather stay here and 
practice. We have games to win.” TSN 
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SG Jason Richardson seems to have been afflict- 
ed with the curse that dogs Warriors’ shooting 
guards. No team has employed more shooting 
guards who can’t shoot in recent years than 
Golden State. In 1998-99, the Warriors had John 
Starks at the position, and he shot 37.0 percent. 
The following year, Mookie Blaylock and 
Vonteego Cummings often teamed up in the 
backcourt, and they shot 39.1 and 40.5 percent, respectively. Larry Hughes got 
a chance in 2000-01 and hit 38.3 percent. By those standards, Richardson was 
decent last season (41.7 percent), but this season he is down to 33.9 percent. 
Richardson is a great athlete, but there were concerns about his shooting when 
he came out of college. The Warriors are dreadful from the perimeter and 
eagerly are awaiting the return of—brace yourself—SF Chris Mills to alleviate 
the problem. Mills has yet to play this year because of Achilles’ tendinitis, but 
he is expected to return soon. ... One reason the Clippers like rookie Marko 
Jaric is his versatility. He is a natural point guard, but the team figures that, at 
6-7, he also can be used as a shooting guard. With SF Lamar Odom out, though, 
and with SF Corey Maggette expected to miss four to six weeks after surgery on 
his right knee, Jaric is being forced into a starting role as a small forward. Jaric 


Richardson’s 
shooting 
hasn’t 
caught up 
with his 
athleticism. 
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For now, the Lakers’ woes 
outweigh even Shaq } 


If you thought Shaq would step on the floor 
and the Lakers’ problems would disappear like the 
turkey at Thanksgiving dinner, you were wrong. 
Our woes have been more like that uneaten fruit- 
cake in the back of the refrigerator. Shaquille 
O'Neal can help us hide them, but he can’t get rid 
of them by himself. ; 

Don’t get me wrong. Having Shaq back has 
given us the boost we knew he would. In our 
offense, we want to penetrate the defense, and the 
easiest way is to throw the ball inside. Who else 
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prefers point guard, but with PGs Andre Miller and 
Keyon Dooling on board, minutes are limited 
there. Jaric is a tough defender and a good shoot- | 
er and avéraged 13.0 points and 3.0 steals in his 
first three games at forward. ... Another Clipper, 
C Michael Olowokandi, got off to a good start but 
has struggled recently. One scout points out that, 
though he has improved, Olowokandi still has a 
limited offensive repertoire. Teams that study him 
can anticipate his moves. ... Two other big men 
who will be free agents next summer, Pacers 
C Brad Miller and PF Jermaine O’Neal, have had little trouble getting along on 
the court, which has been a boon for coach Isiah Thomas. The two are com- 
bining to average more than 30 points and 20 rebounds, and both say they 
expect to be back in Indiana with long-term contracts next year. ... After a dis- 
heartening loss to the Nuggets that dropped San Antonio to a disappointing 
9-6, Spurs coach Gregg Popovich ripped his players for a lack of desire and lead- 
ership. The team is getting very little offense from anyone other than PF Tim 
Duncan. Injury and age have turned SG Steve Smith into a spot-up shooter, and 
rookie SG Emanuel Ginobili is tentative. C David Robinson is rebounding well _ 
but is no longer a scorer. SF Bruce Bowen plays solid defense, but that is far out- 
weighed by his offensive ineptitude. Second-year PG Tony Parker is the No. 2. 
scoring option, followed by journeyman SF Stephen Jackson. 
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force shots, drive or create their own shots as the 
clock winds down. 

Even with Shaq not yet at 100 percent, the 
attention he commands from opposing defenses 
allows our shooters more open shots. Kobe Bryant 
won't get as banged up because defenses won't be 
able to focus as much attention on him. When 
Samaki Walker returns, he can go back to being 
our backup center. That allows Slava Medvedenko 
= to return to the power forward position, where he 
is much more effective than he is at center. 

Shaq came back in good cardiovascular shape, 
but the toughest part for any big player returning 
from an extended absence is to get in wrestling 
shape. Nobody has to deal with more wrestling 
than Shaq. You can’t slap-foul Shag and expect to 
stop him. You have to give a major physical effort. 
Getting in condition to handle all the wrestling is 
a lot harder than getting used to running up and 
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MARK J. TERRILL / AP 


would you rather throw the ball to in the paint? 
But it seems every season the Lakers have to 
undergo some sort of disruption before things are 
turned around. This season, there has been a 
smorgasbord of duress: a lack of production from 
our bench, poor shooting, injuries, Rick Fox’s 
suspension. All this has led to its share of frustra- 
tion, which can leave everyone in sort of a funk. 
One of coach Phil Jackson’s jobs is to make sure 
this doesn’t have any kind of splintering effect on 


O’Neal had his wind when he returned, but he 
Still must get in low-post wrestling shape. 


the team. As he put it recently, we need to find the 
joy in our game. 

One reason our offense hasn't been that effec- 
tive is that we haven't always been playing hard 
enough. When we're not setting hard picks, not 
making hard cuts, not reading the defense and not 
making proper decisions with the ball, we're not as 


open on our shots. That leads to guys having to 


down the floor. 

Sooner or later, we figure, our problems will be 
behind us. We know Shaq will return to his domi- 
nant form, our second team will learn how to run 
the offense and we'll get healthier. Of course, it 
would have been nice if our problems had disap- 
peared along with the Thanksgiving turkey. 


E-mail Lakers assistant coach Kurt Rambis at 
krambis @ sportingnews.com. 
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BOSTON CELTICS sc Paul Pierce is learning to expect the superstar treatment from 
opposing defenses, which means increased attention. He is shooting a career-low 38.5 
percent, including 26.9 percent on 3-pointers. Pierce had a 6-for-20 outing in a loss that 
ended the team’s four-game winning streak last week, but don’t expect him to reduce 
his career-high 21.7 shots per game. He is averaging a team-high 24.5 points because he 
gets to the line frequently (7.9 times per game) and hits the boards hard (8.5 rebounds). 


MIAMI HEAT Coach Pat Riley is losing patience with his perimeter players, saying 
much of the team’s early-season struggles can be traced to the uneven performance of 
SF Caron Butler, SG Eddie Jones and PG Travis Best. Riley has issued a veiled ultima- 
tum to Best, who was acquired as a free agent in the offseason after seven years as a 
reserve with the Pacers and Bulls. The coach says Best is blowing the starting opportu- 
nity he has spent years lobbying for. Riley would like more assists and better shooting 
from Best, who has been wildly inconsistent in both areas. 


NEW JERSEY NETS c Dikembe Mutombo, who is shooting just 41.1 percent, has 
asked coach Byron Scott for more minutes but has yet to learn the offense well enough 
to deserve them. Still, the shooting of backups Jason Collins (36.6 percent) and Aaron 
Williams (36.1 percent) might force Scott to play Mutombo more. Williams’ consecutive 
games played streak ended at 189 when Scott didn’t use him last week against the 
Clippers. ... Backup PG Chris Childs, weighing between 200 and 210 pounds, returned 
from the weight loss center at Duke. But he’s not in basketball condition and has a sore 
Achilles’ tendon that will delay his return. 


NEW YORK KNICKS Faced with a roster that 
has too many undersized forwards and not 
enough big men and point guards, coach Don 
Chaney shook up the lineup. The result was a win 
at Toronto, the team’s first road victory of the 
season. Chaney moved PF Clarence 
Weatherspoon to the second unit to give the team 
more rebounding off the bench. PF Othella 
Harrington started and surprisingly had a season- 
high 12 rebounds against the Raptors. Chaney 
then called on reserve SF Lee Nailon for offense 
to start the fourth quarter and used backup 

G/F Shandon Anderson in a defensive role down 
the stretch. Starting SF Latrell Sprewell played 
point guard for 11 minutes in the final quarter 
and could get more playing time at that spot 
because it creates room for Nailon on the floor. 


ORLANDO MAGIC sF Mike Miller had 31 points 


and a career-best 19 rebounds in a rare start 
against the Heat, but he was back on the bench 
when SF Grant Hill (ankle) and SG Tracy McGrady 
(back) returned from injury absences. Coach Doc 
Rivers says he plans to keep it that way for a 
while, even after all of the preseason talk of the 
Magic utilizing its three best scorers in the starting lineup. Rivers says he would like 
Miller to be as aggressive with his shooting as he was against the Heat, instead of too 
often deferring to the team’s stars. ... C Steven Hunter, who tore the ACL in his right 
knee in August, is on pace to return this month, which would give Rivers a needed 
option in an undermanned and undersized power rotation. 


PHILADELPHIA 76ERS sc Allen Iverson insists the offseason trade of four-time 
Defensive Player of the Year C Dikembe Mutombo actually has helped overall team 
defense. Iverson says the team’s perimeter players are more aggressive because they 
know they don’t have a premier shot blocker to erase their mistakes, Entering last week- 
end, the 76ers had more points in the paint than their opponents in all but one game, 
another sign that trading Mutombo might have been addition by subtraction. ... PG Eric 
Snow is playing almost flawlessly. He had four November games with no turnovers. 


WASHINGTON WIZARDS sc Michael Jordan continues to send mixed signals to the 
team. He has confirmed he plans to retire after this season in order to allow 
Washington's younger players to develop. But he says he will request additional playing 
time if the Wizards’ younger players do not increase their productivity. Jordan’s minutes 
have remained consistently in the low 30s, but he says there has been no preset number 
established to preserve his knees through an entire season. He even spoke of pushing 
for a starting role but then backed off after his retirement announcement. ... With 
Jordan insisting he will leave, it could lead the Wizards to give PG Larry Hughes more 
minutes at shooting guard because there will be time available there next season even if 


NOREN TROTMAN / NBAE / GETTY IMAGES 


oe Jerry Stackhouse is retained as a free agent. 


Central !ivision 


ATLANTA HAWKS The team is learning how to do something it couldn’t last season: 
win games in which it doesn’t play its best basketball. The Hawks defeated the Sonics in 
overtime last.week despite committing 27 turnovers and forcing only seven. The acqui- 
sition of SF Glenn Robinson gives the team the needed talent to overcome problems, 
and he is taking on a leadership role he didn’t often have with the Bucks. Before the win 
against Seattle, Robinson challenged his teammates to end a three-game losing streak. 
He then did his part by scoring a season-high 37 points. 

CHICAGO BULLS After the Celtics made their first seven shots in a win over the Bulls 
last week, coach Bill Cartwright benched PF Tyson Chandler and C Eddy Curry, because 
neither understands the team’s defensive system a month into their second season. 

PF Donyell Marshall and possibly F/C Corie Blount might end up moving into the start- 
ing lineup to make the change permanent. Opponents regularly top 30 points in the 
first quarter, when Curry and Chandler log the bulk of their minutes. In the fourth 
quarter, when the two play the least, Bulls opponents average 21.5 points. 


CLEVELAND CAVALIERS Coach John Lucas needs to re-examine his offensive system. 
The Cavs’ 39.6 percent shooting is a function not only of having bad shooters, but of 
taking too many bad shots. For instance, most of 7-3 C Zydrunas Ilgauskas’ shots come 
from outside the paint. Ilgauskas, a career 48.3 percent shooter entering the season, is 
shooting 36.7 percent. It’s up to the staff to create a system that better utilizes his abili- 
ties around the basket. ... Lucas is using rookie Dajuan Wagner in an Allen lverson-type 
role as a shooting guard who initiates offense. 
Wagner gives the team the much-needed ability 
to penetrate and make plays off the dribble. 


DETROIT PISTONS with PG Chauncey Billups 
(ankle) sidelined, Chucky Atkins stepped in and 
averaged 11.2 points and 5.8 assists in his first five 
starts. The team won four of the games, so it isn’t 
a given Billups will get his starting job back 
immediately upon his return. Coach Rick Carlisle 
says if he doesn’t think Billups is in adequate con- 
dition, he will use Billups off the bench for a 
while. But there may be some urgency to start 
Billups. With Tayshaun Prince at small forward in 
place of Michael Curry, the starting lineup has 
three players—Prince, Atkins and SG Richard 
Hamilton—who aren’t physical players. Starting 
Billups would lend some help on defense. 


INDIANA PACERS The Pacers have made the 


transformation from a jump-shooting team to a 
power team. They had taken 58 fewer 3-pointers 
than their opponents entering last weekend, but 
they were getting to the line with greater regular- 
ity. SG Reggie Miller's return from an ankle injury 
will make the team even more dangerous. He hit 


nine of 18 3-pointers in his first three games 
back, stretching defenses and leaving more open space inside. 


MILWAUKEE BUCKS The absence of SG Ray Allen (ankle) called for SG Michael Redd 
to take on a greater offensive role. That wasn’t a problem. Both Allen (49.3 percent) and 
Redd (43.7 percent) are among the league’s best 3-point shooters. In the first three 
games Allen missed, Redd averaged 19 points. ... Despite many offseason changes, the 
Bucks look very much like last season’s team. They still are among league's best offen- 
sive teams—ranking fifth in scoring (98.8 ppg) and field-goal shooting (45.2 percent) — 
but are below average defensively and on the boards, where they rank 25th. 


NEW ORLEANS HORNETS Pc Baron Davis has suffered from back spasms since the 
2000-01 season, and he doesn’t expect that to change this season. He still has managed 
to average 17.1 points and 8.5 assists while playing 40.5 minutes, 10th in the league. 
Those numbers virtually are the same as his 2001-02 stats, though his scoring is down 
from 18.1 last season. ... Coach Paul Silas is easing C Elden Campbell (knee surgery) 
back into the lineup. In his first three games, Campbell averaged 17.0 minutes and 

6.7 points. C Jamaal Magloire averaged 26.3 minutes and 11.3 points. 


TORONTO RAPTORS it’s hard to understand the team’s constant complaining about 
tired players. The Raptors have been hit hard by injuries and have a short bench, but no 
player is averaging more than 36 minutes, and the team’s schedule included only two 
sets of back-to-backs in the first month. ... Many of the team’s offensive woes can be 
traced to poor shooting and poor ball movement. The Raptors rank last in assists (16.4 
per game) and, as a result, rank 26th in field-goal shooting (40.1 percent). Coach Lenny 
Wilkens has been pulling players from games for taking quick shots. 
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Atlantic: Greg Logan, Ira Winderman; Central: Chris McCosky, Mark Montieth. 


Midwest ) vision. 


DALLAS MAVERICKS sc Michael Finley is setting the tone for the team by showing 
he is willing to do the dirty work that sometimes went undone in recent seasons. In the 
offseason, coaches told Finley and PF Dirk Nowitzki to improve their rebounding. 
Finley, in particular, is hitting the glass hard. In a recent five-game stretch, he averaged 
11 rebounds. ... The Mavericks’ 14-0start helped coach Don Nelson to get his players to 
buy into the team’s new defense-wins philosophy. Nelson doesn’t believe the Mavericks, 
who have ranked in the top five in scoring and field-goal' percentage defense for much 
of the season, are a great defensive team, but he is happy with their effort. 


DENVER NUGGETS PF Donnell Harvey was one of the nation’s top high school players 
in 1999, but he accomplished little in his first two NBA seasons, averaging 4.5 points. 
Now Harvey is maturing. In back-to-back games against the Clippers and Suns, Harvey 
averaged 12.5 points and 9.0 rebounds in 26 minutes off the bench. In both games, he 
threw inbounds passes for the winning basket. Soon after that, Harvey got his second 
start of the season and had 13 points and five rebounds against the Warriors. With 

PF Chris Andersen (thumb) out until at least late December, Harvey is needed. 


HOUSTON ROCKETS The team is overloaded at power forward with the return of 
Maurice Taylor, who missed last season because of an Achilles’ injury. Taylor is averaging 
17.6 minutes, 11 fewer than he did two seasons ago. He gets less playing time than 

PFs Kenny Thomas (29.6 minutes per game) and Eddie Griffin (26.5). Thomas is the best 
overall defender and rebounder of the three and is quicker than most opposing power 
forwards. But many teams are using zone 
defenses against the Rockets, and Thomas isn’t 
a good catch-and-shoot player. Coach Rudy 
Tomjanovich might have trouble keeping all 
three players happy. 


MEMPHIS GRIZZLIES Coach Hubie Brown 
has an unusual but consistent rotation pattern. 
He often replaces his entire starting five at the 
same time. Brown has a good combination of 
reserves in SG Wesley Person, SF Shane Battier, 
C Lorenzen Wright, PF Mike Batiste and 

PG Earl Watson. The second five is starting to 
get comfortable playing together and is making 
a difference in games. One criticism of former 
coach Sidney Lowe was that he never had a 
consistent rotation. ... The Grizzlies signed 
Watson in the summer because of his defensive 
ability. This season, he is displaying improved 
decision-making and shooting. Watson is 
shooting 49.2 percent after spending a lot of 
time working with shooting guru Hal Wissel. 


MINNESOTA TIMBERWOLVES sc Anthony 


Peeler, 33, might be getting close to the end of 
the line. He is averaging 6.2 points on 33.3 per- 
cent shooting, both career lows. With SG Wally 
Szezerbiak (foot) sidelined for all but four games, Peeler has had ample opportunity to 
show his stuff in 23.6 minutes per game but continues to be a disappointment. ... The 
loss of Szczerbiak to injury and PG Chauncey Billups in the free-agent market is hurting 
the team’s 3-point shooting. The Timberwolves are making half as many 3-pointers per 
game (2.4) as they did last season (4.8). 


SAN ANTONIO SPURS The right ankle rookie SG Emanuel Ginobili sprained on 
September 6 in the World Championship still is on the mend nearly three months later. 
While he heals, Ginobili is learning how to fit in with his teammates. Though he’s an 
excellent passer, his unpredictability confuses the Spurs at times, He is averaging as 
many turnovers (1.6) as assists. ... C Tim Duncan is shooting 46.2 percent from the field 
and 63.4 percent from the free-throw line, substantial drops from the 50.8 percent and 
79.9 percent he shot last season. Duncan’s struggles from the field can be attributed to 
the increased number of double- and triple-teams he’s facing. More teams are using 
variations of a zone defense to stop him. 


UTAH JAZZ When the 76ers acquired SF Matt Harpring from the Cavaliers before last 
season, the plan was for him to be the team’s No. 2 offensive option behind SG Allen 
Iverson. But Harpring never adjusted to the role and was fifth on the team at 11.8 
points per game. Now Harpring, after signing with the Jazz as a free agent in the 
offseason, is comfortable as a No. 2 offensive option behind PF Karl Malone. Harpring, 
who uses his smarts to get easy baskets, became the first Jazz player besides Malone to 


Ginobili 
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have back-to-back 30-point games since Adrian Dantley in 1986. In his first seven games - 


after joining the starting lineup, Harpring averaged 20.3 points and 8.0 rebounds. 


Stoudemire 


| and Vitaly Potapenko (knee) are out, and C Calvin Booth isn’t mobile enough to main- 


Pacific ) vision 

GOLDEN STATE WARRIORS Coach Eric Musselman is frustrated with his inability to 

find playing time for rookies SF Mike Dunleavy and SG Jiri Welsch. SF Antawn Jamison 
is averaging 41.2 minutes and SG Jason Richardson 36.4. Musselman would like Jamison 
and Richardson to play less, but Dunleavy (31.9 percent) and Welsch (35.1 percent) are 
struggling with their shooting. Neither is ready for extended minutes. ... The team signed 
PG Earl Boykins to help reduce PG Gilbert Arenas’ workload. The Warriors had been 


waiting for Bob Sura to return from calf and back injuries, but he recently had a setback. 
Dean Oliver, who had been getting Arenas’ leftover minutes, is shooting just 18.5 percent. 


LOS ANGELES CLIPPERS The team has trouble closing out games. Last week, it lost a 
17-point lead to the Rockets before SG Eric Piatkowski’s bucket with 1.4 seconds left—on 
a goaltending violation by C Yao Ming—gave it a win. Two nights later, it blew a six-point 
lead with fewer than four minutes left in a loss to the Jazz. One reason for the collapses is 
turnovers—the team averages 18.5 per game. Among the top offenders are PG Andre 
Miller and PF Elton Brand, who struggles passing out of double-teams. ... SG Quentin 
Richardson (knee) is back, but SF Corey Maggette (knee) will be sidelined four to six 
weeks. Add in the absence of SF Lamar Odom (ankle), and the team will have missed its 
primary shooting guard or their small forwards through the end of this month. 


LOS ANGELES LAKERS c shaquille O'Neal is a long way from full health. He helped 
the team to consecutive wins after his return from a toe injury, but he struggled in the 
next two games, in large part because of fatigue. There is concern O’Neal might not be 
able to practice as much as coach Phil Jackson 
would like because of the toe, but O’Neal says 
he’ll begin spending plenty of time on the tread- 
mill. ... SG Kobe Bryant still is struggling to find 
his place in the offense. Against the Magic last 
week, there were times when his matchup with 
SG Tracy McGrady seemed to take priority over 
team goals. Bryant admits he went at McGrady 
immediately after McGrady hit a 17-footer on 
him. Bryant also says that during a 10-0 Orlando 
run, he tired of staying within the triangle and 
began looking for his own shot. 


PHOENIX SUNS The Suns lost size, strength and 
one of their best rebounders when 7-2 C Jake 
Tsakalidis went on the injured list with a bulging 
disk. But his replacement, F/C Scott Williams, can 
hold his own in certain matchups. In his first 
start, the 6-10 Williams had 16 points and 14 
rebounds in 31 minutes against the Nets. ... 
Rookie PF Amare Stoudemire had his first career 
double-doubles in consecutive games against the 
Bucks (15 points, 13 rebounds) and Nets (13 
points, 11 rebounds) last week, solidifying his 
spot in the starting lineup and relegating oft- 
injured PF Tom Gugliotta to a reserve role. 
PORTLAND TRAIL BLAZERS pc Damon Stoudamire played in just two of the first five 
games after his demotion to the bench. In one instance, he was called on to soften up 
the Rockets’ zone defense with his outside shooting but went scoreless in nine first-half 
minutes. ... SF Ruben Patterson was given time off after being charged with domestic 
assault. The absence of Patterson, the bench’s top scorer, means more playing time for 
SG Derek Anderson, SF Scottie Pippen, SG Bonzi Wells and rookie SF Qyntel Woods. 
SACRAMENTO KINGS with SF Peja Stojakovic (heel) and SF Hedo Turkoglu (wrist) 
ailing, SF Gerald Wallace will get more playing time. Wallace is athletic but doesn’t have 
the shooting ability of either player he’s replacing. He did, however, spark a late rally in 
a win over the Cavaliers last week, finishing with 15 points on 6-of-8 shooting. ... With 
his rehab from a fractured right foot on schedule, PG Mike Bibby could begin working 
out soon, with a target return date in mid-December. Bobby Jackson, who has filled in 
well for Bibby, says he has no illusions about keeping the starting job. Coach Rick 
Adelman says when Bibby is 100 percent, he'll be in the lineup. 


SEATTLE SUPERSONICS pr Reggie Evans has struggled since being inserted into the 
starting lineup in place of PF Vladimir Radmanovic. Evans averaged 3.0 points in three 
starts last week, but the Sonics value Radmanoyic’s scoring off the bench too much to 

consider starting him again. There aren't many other options, Cs Jerome James (heel) 


MATT YORK / AP 


tain the pace the Sonics want to play. ... PG Kenny Anderson’s return from back spasms 
helped take some strain off Gary Payton, who averaged 40.6 minutes in the first 16 
games. In his first five games back, Anderson averaged 12.8 minutes and 4.8 points, 


Midwest: Johnny Ludden, Chris Tomasson; Pacific: Jim Beseda, Matt Steinmetz. 
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® Don't get too 
excited about Ryne 
Sandberg’s Hall of 
Fame chances. 
Sandberg was the 
1984 National 
League MVP and a 
nine-time Gold 
Glove winner, but 
his career numbers 
were nearly identi- 
cal to those of fel- 
low second base- 
man Lou Whitaker. 
In Whitaker’s first 
year of eligibility, 
he didn’t receive 
enough votes to 
Stay on the ballot. 


@ The Orioles 
blew it again, 
becoming the first 
team in recent 
memory to enter 
December without 
a general manager. 
Baltimore's other 
professional team, 
the Ravens, hired a 
general manager 
before the Orioles 
without even trying 
—they simply 
changed the title 
of Ozzie Newsome, 
their senior vice 
president of foot- 
ball operations, to 
general manager. 


One of the first 
significant individ- 
ual showdowns of 
the 2003 season 
could occur when 
the Mets visit the 
Expos in Puerto 
Rico. Mets second 
baseman Roberto 
Alomar and Expos 
‘second baseman 
Jose Vidro are 
Puerto Rican, and 
their battle for 
bragging rights 
should be some- 
thing to behold— 
assuming the 
Expos don't trade 
‘Vidro 


KEN ROSENTHAL 


kenrosenthal@ sportingnews.com 


nly the miserly Reds could open 
a new ballpark and claim it’s bad 
for business. They no longer will 
receive revenue-sharing money, 
chief operating officer John 
Allen laments. In fact, they 
might even be required to con- 
tribute to the less-prosperous clubs. 

The horror! 

The taxpayers of Hamilton 
County provided the bulk of the 
financing for Great American Ball 
Park, but the Reds are writing 
their thank-you note in invisible 
ink. Allen has told the Cincinnati 
Enquirer that the team anticipates 
$25 million in new revenues. Yet its © 
payroll barely will rise in 2003. 

The Reds kept their plans secret 
through November, and Allen didn’t 
respond to phone messages from THE 
SPORTING NEWS. Sources with knowledge of 
the team’s objectives, however, say the 
Reds’ payroll will increase from $45 
million in 02 to between $50 and $55 
million in 03. That makes cutbacks 
inevitable, for keeping the present 
roster intact would cost approx- 
imately $65 million. 

Cincinnati, one of the great 
baseball towns in America, 
deserves better. The Marlins, 
for heaven’s sake, project a 
$47 million payroll, nearly as 
high as the Reds’ expected 
number. Unlike the Reds, the Marlins 
haven't sold out 54 luxury suites in a 
new facility. They have no plans for a new 
facility. And their attendance last season 
was less than half the Reds’ total. 

The Phillies offer an even more embar- 
rassing comparison. A year away from 
moving into their new park, the Phillies 
are trying to build momentum by signing 
every free agent in sight. Spending money 
isn't always the answer in baseball, but at 
least the Phillies are demonstrating their 
commitment. The Reds answer to no one, 
doing as they please in their weird little 
corner of the baseball world. 

Frankly, the Reds’ entire operation is 
bizarre. Last month, they demoted Darrell 
“Doc” Rodgers, their highest-ranking 
minority staff member, from assistant gen- 
eral manager to special assistant to the 
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With the Reds’ new park hurting the 
bottom line, Bowden could be forced to 
scramble and possibly deal Griffey. 


G.M. Yet in August, after G.M. Jim 
Bowden compared a possible players’ 
strike to the September 11 terrorist 
attacks, two Reds sources say Allen was 
preparing a statement announcing 
Bowden's dismissal and the promotion of 
Rodgers to interim G.M. 

Owner Carl Lindner apparently inter- 
vened on behalf of Bowden, who was 
fined an undisclosed amount by commis- 
sioner Bud Selig for his “insensitive and 
inappropriate” remarks. So why did 
Rodgers go from a possible promotion to 
a demotion in a span of less than three 
months? 


Bowden says Rodgers received a raise 
and can better serve the Reds in his new 
scouting position. Rodgers, however, is 
trying to leave the organization. His 
departure would be the latest in a series of 
defections from the Reds’ baseball opera- 
tions. “The people making decisions here 
are still here,” Bowden says. “We have as 
much stability and continuity as any team 
in the game at that level.” 

Maybe not for long. Bowden is one 
of the game’s most creative minds, 
but former employees have ques- 

tioned his management style and for- 
mer Reds coach Ron Oester once 
called him “a liar” Entering the final 
year of his contract, Bowden has a man- 
date to win under extreme financial pres- 
sure, He already might be gone if the Reds 
didn’t owe him a reported $625,000 in ’03. 

Slowly but surely, the Reds are becoming 
baseball’s version of the Bengals, the other 
team in Cincinnati that claimed it couldn’t 
compete without a new stadium. 

Lindner surely regrets awarding Barry 
Larkin a three-year, $27 million 
extension before the 2001 season, 
But with the value of the fran- 
chise about to increase dramati- 
cally, the most logical explanation 
for his fixation on the bottom line 
is that he’s preparing to sell. 
It almost makes you long for 
the days of Marge Schott, who 
at least would spend on major 
league talent—the 1995 Reds, the last 
Cincinnati club to reach the postseason, 
had the game’s third-highest payroll. The 
2002 Reds ranked 23rd, with a payroll 
nearly $3 million less than the ’95 club's. 
The decline was understandable, given the 
deteriorating state of Cinergy Field and 
the Reds’ limited media income. But with 
a new ballpark and new labor agreement, 
their excuses are gone. 

The Pirates, Tigers and Brewers proved 
that new ballparks aren’t a panacea for 
low-revenue ills, but each of those clubs 
has replaced its general manager within 
the past 18 months, acknowledging past 
mismanagement. Bowden routinely gets 
bang for his buck; the Reds were in first or 
second place for 121 days last season. But 
rather than continue building a team that 
improved from 66 to 78 wins, he will be 
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forced to pull his usual scramble. 
Third baseman Aaron Boone and pitch- 
ers Danny Graves and Elmer Dessens are 
among the eight Reds eligible for arbitra- 
tion. Bowden probably can’t re-sign 
Jimmy Haynes after getting 15 wins out of 
him for $500,000. Officials with other 
clubs say Bowden is open to offers for Ken 
Griffey Jr., but Griffey has a no-trade 
clause, and Lindner enlists him to endorse 
his insurance and financial companies. 
Nearly three years ago, Griffey accepted 
a trade to the Reds and a below-market 
contract after receiving assurances that 
ownership intended to win. Those assur- 
ances proved as empty as the ones the 
Reds made to the taxpayers who built 
Great American Ball Park. If there’s any 
justice, the place will be empty enough for 
the Reds to qualify for their precious 
revenue-sharing funds again. TSN 


Want a peek into baseball's future? 
Read Kevin Wheelers online minor- 


league reports: www.sportingnews.com/ 


voices/kevin_wheeler. 


MIL BONDING 


I'm as high as anyone on Hee Seop Choi’s 
potential, but the Cubs should have jumped 
at the chance to get free-agent first baseman 
Jim Thome, especially ifthe was willing to 
sign at a discount. I would much rather have 
Thome than the unproven Choi, who could 
be traded to fill another need. 

CJ. Keller, Prattville, Ala. 


C,J.: It all comes down to priorities. The 
Cubs’ No. 1 goal is to fix their bullpen. 
After that, they want to fill their void at 
third base and possibly acquire a left- 
handed starting pitcher. They believe Choi 
will produce at first base and Bobby Hill 
will do well at second, making it pointless 
for them to pursue Thome or Jeff Kent. 

Chances are that Choi never will be 
another Thome, but Choi could provide 
solid production at a much more reason- 
able price. Thome, 32, is nine years older 
than Choi, and Thome would be a gamble 
in the National League, where he would 
lack the safety net provided by the desig. 
nated hitter. 

The Cubs already are stuck with Moises 
Alou, Alex Gonzalez and Todd Hundley. 
The last thing they need is another inflat- 
ed contract when they have a more afford- 
able player in place. 


The Giants are 
looking at Vina 


(4) because 
he would fill 
two needs. 
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The Giants are interested in the Cardinals’ Fernando 
Vina, who could replace Jeff Kent at second base and 
CF Kenny Lofton in the leadoff spot. The Cardinals 
need starting pitching, and RHP Russ Ortiz is the 
Giants starter most likely to be traded. RHP Jason 
Schmidt is too valuable, Kirk Rueter is their only left- 
hander, and RHP Livan Hernandez has dubious 
value. Vina and Ortiz are signed through next season 
with club options for 2004. ... The Orioles, lacking 
run producers, could benefit from short-term invest- 
ments in RF Juan Gonzalez and C Ivan Rodriguez. 
The Rangers are trying to interest the Orioles in 
Gonzalez, who will make $12 million—$6.5 million 
deferred—in the final year of his contract. 
Rodriguez, a free agent, might not command the 
long-term deal he seeks. Two obstacles to the pair 
ending up in Baltimore: Gonzalez’s no-trade clause 
and the injury histories of both players. Orioles 
owner Peter Angelos is a stickler for clean medical 
records. ... The Yankees and Reds have discussed a 
trade that would send LHP Sterling Hitchcock, a 
starter, to Cincinnati for LHP Gabe White, a reliever. 
Hitchcock will make $6 million next season, and 
White is owed $3.4 million. Presumably, the Yankees 
would pick up part of the difference. White would 
represent insurance if the Yankees lost free-agent 
LHP Mike Stanton. ... Yes, the tentacles of Yankees 


owner George Steinbrenner reach halfway around 
the world. After. seeing a published photo of 
CF Bernie Williams sporting facial 
hair in Japan, Steinbrenner tried 
to contact Williams. When he was 
unable _ to reach Williams, 
Steinbrenner contacted union 
official Tony Bernazard to relay the 
message. Rest assured, Williams 
will be clean shaven in accordance 
with Yankees rules by spring train- 
ing. ... One scout says a trade that 
would send Expos RHP Bartolo 
Colon to the Yankees for 1B Nick 
Johnson and LF Juan Rivera 
“would make so much sense. Nick 
Johnson is not going to play there. 
Who knows if he’s going to be the 
type of guy that people project? 
He's not going to be Giambi— 
ever.’ The addition of Colon, 29, 
would give the Yankees a legitimate No. 1 starter in 
the final year of his contract and likely ensure the 
departure of RHP Roger Clemens. ... The Royals are 
fooling themselves if they think they can sign 
CF Carlos Beltran long-term. Beltran, two years away 
from becoming a free agent, is represented by Scott 
Boras, and the Royals learned that Boras almost 
always prefers to test the market when they tried to 
retain another of his clients, CF Johnny Damon. The 
Royals traded RF Jermaine Dye in the middle of the 
2001 season when he had service time similar to 
Beltran’s. Damon, now in Boston, and Dye went to 
the A's. Will Beltran be the next to go, or will the cost- 
cutting Royals look to deal 1B Mike Sweeney first? 

Japanese free-agent 3B Norihiro Nakamura, a 
power hitter who is drawing interest from the Mets, 
could remain in Japan after receiving a substantial 
four-year offer from the Hanshin Tigers. ... The 
Devil Rays, in desperate need of a shortstop, are talk- 
ing to the Dodgers about Alex Cora, who lost his job 
last season to Cesar Izturis. ... There’s a reason 
Pirates 1B Randall Simon, acquired from Tigers, 
struck out just 30 times and drew only 13 walks in 


506 plate appearances: He swings at nearly every- 
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thing. Simon averaged a major league-low 2.72 
pitehes per plate appearance last season; Red Sox 
SS Nomar Garciaparra was next at 3.06. 
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ANAHEIM ANGELS 3%. Jarrod Washbum won 

ANAHEIM ANGELS ; career-best 18 games in 
the regular season, but he went just 1-2 with a 5.02 ERA in 
five postseason starts. Washburn, who has dealt with shoul- 
der fatigue i in previous seasons, remained healthy through the postseason but 
admitted he had virtually nothing left after his final start, Game 5 of the 
World Series, in which he gave up six runs and six hits in four innings in a 
16-4 loss. Because the Angels’ season was longer than usual and because 
Washburn has little to prove in spring training, he likely will be brought 
along slowly in camp. ... DH Brad Fullmer’s future with the club is uncer- 
tain. He upgraded the offense at the position, hitting .289 with 19 homers 
and 59 RBIs, but he made $3.75 million and is eligible for arbitration. He 
might command a raise to as much as $5 million, which might be deemed 
too expensive considering the payroll is expected to go up about $15 million 
because of raises for others. ... The decision to start RHP John Lackey 
instead of RHP Ramon Ortiz in Game 7 demonstrated how much confidence 
the club has in Lackey. He might not have as live of an arm as Ortiz, but he 
has a stronger mental makeup. He has confidence in his stuff and won't shy 
from throwing strikes if he has yielded some hits. —Joe Haakenson 


Though most believe 

the Yankees are the 
front-runners to sign Japanese slugger Hideki Matsui, the 
Orioles believe they still have a chance. Matsui hit 50 homers 
last year for the Yomiuri Giants and is a three-time MVP of Japan’s Central 
League. The Orioles are in desperate need of a power hitter in the middle of 
their lineup, and they think Matsui’s lefthanded bat would be a boon at 
Oriole Park at Camden Yards. If the team fails to sign Matsui, its next target 
could be free-agent 1B Frank Thomas. ... The Orioles’ search for a shortstop 
could lead them to Deivi Cruz, a free agent who made only $600,000 last sea- 
son for the Padres. Mike Bordick remains interested in returning to the team 
in 2003, but the Orioles would like an offensive upgrade at the position. They 
inquired about the Blue Jays’ Felipe Lopez but found the asking price too 
high. The team still believes shortstop prospect Ed Rogers will be a viable 
major leaguer, but he needs at least one more year in the minors. ... Even 
though the Orioles have C Geronimo Gil, they are expected to pursue free- 
agent C Ivan Rodriguez, who could be released by the Rangers in a cost- 
cutting move. Rodriguez’s back and knee injuries raise questions about 
whether he still can catch every day. But in one scenario, the Orioles would 
keep Gil and sign Rodriguez, who could play some first base or be the DH on 
days he does not catch. —Dave Sheinin 


New general manager Theo 

Epstein says a long-term goal 
is to create a “player development and scouting machine,” 
but he must address the critical pending contracts of 
SS Nomar Garciaparra and RHP Pedro Martinez. A trade of one of those play- 
ers, he said, is not out of the question. Epstein, 28, was promoted from assis- 
tant G.M. He has worked with team president Larry Lucchino since 1992, 
when Epstein, then a freshman at Yale, worked as a summer intern in the 
Orioles’ media relations department. The team plans to surround him with 
veteran baseball men, including former interim G.M. Mike Port, who has 
been asked to stay on as vice president of baseball operations. ... The club 
retracted its last contract offer to free-agent OF Cliff Floyd, believed to be a 
three-year deal for $22 million. The sides have continued talks; but no signif- 
icant progress is expected before top hitting free agent Jim Thome signs and 
Saturday's arbitration-tender deadline passes. ... Former Indians manager 
Chartie Manuel was expected to become the club’s hitting coach. It would be 
a significant hire considering Manuel's close relationship to OF Manny 
Ramirez, the cleanup hitter. Ramirez’s offensive talents are sometimes over- 
shadowed by his quirky personality. —Michael Silverman 


The team is trying to 
work out a deal with 
RHP Todd Ritchie, who is a year from free agency, but if the 
_ 4&8 price is too high, the team will not make him an offer, allow- 
ing Ritchie to become a free agent. The Sox paid a steep price for Ritchie last 
winter, acquiring him from the Pirates for RHPs Kip Wells and Josh Fogg, 
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TSNumber 


4.1 


Number of runs the 
Orioles averaged in 
2002, which ranked 
26th in the majors 
and put them in the 
hunt for sluggers. 


19 


Wins by the Red Sox 
bullpen last season, 
tied for last in the 
majors. Currently 
that pen consists 
solely of LHP Alan 
Embree and 
RHP Bobby Howry. 
Yes, it’s a priority. 


4 56 


Runs the White Sox 
scored last season, 
second in the A.L. 
The offense should 
be strong again in 
‘03. Starting pitching 
is another matter. 


ol 


Number of pitchers 
used by the Indians 
last season, but it 
could be surpassed 
in 2003. 


248 


The Tigers’ 2002 
team batting aver- 
age. Blame lack of 

plate discipline more 
than Comerica Park. 


1-12 
Royals RHP Jeff 
Suppan’s road record 
in 02, a big reason 
for the club's 25-56 
mark away from K.C. 
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and he struggled through the first half before landing on the disabled list in 
August because of a sore shoulder. Ritchie appeared to straighten out his 
mechanics at the end of the year and pitched 2% innings of scoreless relief. If 
he does return, he likely will fill the No. 4 starting spot. ... The team signed 
LHP Kelly Wunsch to a one-year contract. He missed most of 2001 after 
shoulder surgery but returned to the team in May and showed gradual 
improvement, finishing 2-1 with a 3.42 ERA in 31% innings. He pitched in 83 
games in 2000 and appears ready to handle another heavy workload. Wunsch 
primarily is used against lefthanded hitters, who have hit .197 against him the 
last three seasons. ... If free-agent 1B/DH Frank Thomas returns to the team, 
he has expressed an interest in playing-more games at first base. It’s not a bad 
idea. Thomas always has been a better hitter when he plays defense, and 
manager Jerry Manuel likely would give him more time at first and move 
Paul Konerko to DH. Thomas has a very poor throwing arm, but he is a 
decent fielder. —Scot Gregor 


DY, CLEVELAND INDIANS ttcconsis wat 
. McDonald will arrive at 
spring training as the starting second baseman, he will be 

bis os challenged for the job by rookie Brandon Phillips. Phillips, a 
Sues shorten who was acquired from the Expos in the Bartolo Colon 
trade, is considered one of the top prospects in baseball, and he impressed 
the Indians with his range and arm during a brief September call-up. The 
team has a hole at third base, but club officials think Phillips’ athletic ability 
is best-suited to the middle of the diamond. ... RHP Bob Wickman will have 
elbow surgery and miss all of 2003. Wickman converted 20 of 22 save 
chances before his elbow gave out. RHP Danys Baez finished the season as 
closer and will begin 2003 in the role. He converted six of eight save chances. 
.. IF Ricky Gutierrez had the brace removed from his neck, on which he had 
surgery in October to fuse two disks, but it won’t be known until March 
whether he will be able to resume his career. Gutierrez will begin working to 
regain his range of motion and strengthen his neck and shoulder muscles. ... 
IF Billy Selby, the team’s top pinch hitter last season, broke his left hand play- 
ing winter ball in Puerto Rico but is expected to be ready for spring. Selby 
will be invited to camp as a non-roster player. —Steve Herrick 


The top offseason priority was 

hardly another lefthanded 
pitcher who doesn’t throw exceptionally hard, but 
[oeYeaNe LHP Adrian Burnside, 25, figures to be the prime return in 
the deal that sent 1B Randall Simon to the Pirates. Burnside was 6-9 with a 
4.55 ERA at Class AA Altoona and figures to open 2003 in the rotation at 
Class AAA Toledo. Burnside’s fastball tops out in the low 90s, and he also has 
a slider and changeup, but he relies on location and changing speeds. The 
team will receive two prospects later to complete the deal. ... Simons depar- 
ture was predicated on the team’s glut of first basemen/DH types and his-eli- 
gibility for arbitration. It also leaves DH duties to Dmitri Young, whose season 
was marred by a hernia that required surgery. 1B Eric Munson and 3B Dean 
Palmer also could get some DH at-bats. ... Don’t be surprised if the team 
picks up some insurance—or even a long-term solution—at third. Palmer 
isn’t expected to play every day even if his surgically repaired shoulder is 
solid. He's also in the last year of his contract. Prospect Jack Hannahan won't 
be ready for the majors until 2004 at the earliest. The club has shown interest 
in Padres 3B Sean Burroughs. —Reid Creager 


The Royals shouldn't 

give up on 2B Carlos 
Febles just yet. He hit just .245 overall, but he ripped off a 
.364 average after being recalled on September 6 from Class 
AAA Omaha. He spent the previous month working on his batting. Febles 
also improved at going deeper into counts. That is a must if he is to fill the 
leadoff spot, which has been a void the last two seasons. Febles may have 
slowed a bit in the field, but he’s still very sharp and excellent on the pivot. . 
1B/DH Ken Harvey, a righthanded hitter, ensured he'll get a good look next 
spring by being the Arizona Fall League's most valuable player. He set league 
marks in average (.479), slugging (.752) and on-base percentage (.537) and 
posted 34 RBIs and seven home runs in 35 games. ... A blister that ham- 
pered LHP Jeremy Affeldt for much of the season remained a problem in 
the Dominican winter league. The injury, on the middle finger, sidelined him 
for 50 games and forced him to. work out of the bullpen for the last two 
months. Affeldt has been effective in winter ball, at least, and has reported the 
finger was developing more of a callus. If his finger is sound, he’s a candidate 
for the starting rotation. —Dick Kaegel 
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; \ RHP Joe Mays’ elbow 
MINNESOTA TWINS sscgrytumed out be 
a good thing. He had a bone spur, which explains why he 
Z A posted a 5.38 ERA last season after returning from another 
bone-spur surgery in 2001. The latest spur was discovered early enough that 
Mays should be ready for the start of spring training. The Twins are envision- 
ing a healthy rotation of Mays, RHP Brad Radke, LHP Eric Milton, 
RHP Rick Reed and RHP Kyle Lohse with LHP Johan Santana in waiting if 
the club decides to trade Reed and his $8 million contract. Having a better 
handle on Mays’ health could make the club more willing to part with Reed. 
... OF Lew Ford likely will start the 2003 season at Class AAA Edmonton, but 
team officials think he has a big-league future, so he’s on the 40-man roster. 
He is batting near .300 in winter ball in Venezuela after hitting .311 at Class 
AA New Britain and .332 at Edmonton, where he gained postseason MVP 
honors. At 6-0, 190, Ford has the skills to bat leadoff, a quality in short supply 
on the Twins’ free-swinging roster. ... LHP Brad Thomas was the most 
promising lefty in the minor league system two years ago. But he flopped in 
2001 because of his reluctance to throw strikes (14 walks in 164 innings, 
which contributed to a 9.37 ERA). Thomas had a 5.74 ERA at Edmonton last 
summer, but helped his stock with a 3.10 ERA in nine starts in the Arizona 
Fall League. —Dennis Brackin 


»v( | NEW. YORK YANKEES amo mendoza 
man A | RHP Ramiro Mendoza 
) h > | ( are lingering in the free-agent market as the team waits to see 
ay be Wi if their price will drop. Stanton, who gave the team a home 
discount the last time and then watched the Yankees overspend for 

RHP Steve Karsay, probably will head elsewhere, but Mendoza will come 
back cheap. ... The team isn’t finding much of a market for overpaid 

OFs Raul Mondesi and Rondell White or LHP Sterling Hitchcock, so the club 
likely won't be able to clear all of the salary committed to them. One possibil- 
ity is for the Yankees to throw in someone like DH/1B Nick Johnson to make 
a more attractive deal. That would be a shame after spending so much time 
developing Johnson and building him up in the media. But Johnson posted a 
disappointing rookie season, both offensively and defensively, and the team 
wouldn’t be much worse without him. ... RHP Orlando Hemandez also could 
be on the trading block. He clearly can still pitch, but he’s extremely high 
maintenance, —Ken Davidoff 


Nagging injuries seem 
to be the rule for the 

top position prospects. SSs Bobby Crosby and Freddie Bynum 

and OF John-Ford Griffin all have had seasons interrupted by 
various problems and both Grosby (ankle) and SS J.T. Stotts (finger) had 
their fall league experience cut short by injury. Now, Class AAA 2B Esteban 
German has been hurt playing winter ball in the Dominican Republic. He has 
a severe shin contusion—just the most recent setback for German. He was 
considered the second baseman/leadoff hitter of the future last offseason but 
was so late getting to Arizona for big-league camp because of visa trouble 
that he was reassigned to the minor league camp before even arriving. Then, 
after a brief and ineffective call-up, German was passed by Mark Ellis, who 
snared the starting job. To regain his stature as a top prospect, German needs 
a strong spring camp. He still could be in the A’s plans. If Miguel Tejada 
leaves as a free agent after the 2003 season, Ellis could shift to short, leaving 
second open. ... IF Adam Morrissey had a terrific fall league season, batting 
371 and scoring 26 runs, His .496 on-base percentage is sure to please team 
executives. The 21-year-old Australian, obtained from the Cubs for 2B Mark 
Bellhorn last winter, has responded well to moving to third base after prima- 
rily playing in the outfield in the Chicago system. He also played some sec- 
ond, short and outfield during fall league and has been described as a poten- 
tial Scott Brosius-type. —Susan Slusser 


LHP Jamie Moyer turned 
40 in November, but 

| coming off his two best seasons he’s looking for a three-year 
sa 4 contract to close out his big-league career. As a free agent, 
he’s ranked behind Tom Glavine among lefthanded pitchers. Moyer has 
pitched more than 200 innings in four of the last five years and has been a 
consistent No. 2 pitcher for Seattle since late in the 1996 season. As a 
Mariner, Moyer is 98-48 with a 3.80 ERA in the regular season, numbers the 
Mariners would be hard-pressed to replace. Over the last three seasons, 
Moyer has won more games than ace RHP Freddy Garcia. ... Whatever the 
Mariners rotation looks like in 2003, RHP Paul Abbott won't be part of it. 


nye ve 
eo ae 


176 


Games spent on the 

D.L. in '02 by Twins 

starting pitchers Joe 
Mays, Eric Milton 
and Brad Radke. 


A's CF Terrence 
Long's career-low 
batting average, after 
hitting at least .283 
his first two seasons. 
His consecutive- 
games streak (393) 
could end, especially 
if he moves to a cor- 
ner spot, where more 
Offense is expected. 


Walk-off homers last 
season by the 
Mariners, the only 
A.L. team without 
one. They don't 
figure to have any 
more power in ’03. 
(They did lead the 
Majors with three 
game-ending walks.) 


14 


Number of walk-off 
losses in '02 by the 
Rangers, the most in 
the majors and the 
most damning 
evidence against a 
bullpen that is the 
team's weakest link. 


Number of '02 wins 
by the 18 pitchers on 
the Blue Jays’ 40- 
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A 17-game winner in 2001, Abbott spent most of last season on the disabled 
list and was released. Among the candidates to fill his role are a handful of 
unproven youngsters including RHP Rafael Soriano; RHP Rett Johnson, who 
was 10-4 in 21 starts in Class AA last year, and RHP Gil Meche, who is 
coming off two surgeries. —Larry LaRue 


The club won't 
spend big this off- . 
»)| season, but the team is looking to fill several positions with 
talline inexpensive free agents. Shortstop is the priority, but a 
lefthanded backup catcher, two veteran setup men and an outfielder are on 
the list. If Rocco Baldelli can replace CF Randy Winn, the team will be in the 
market for an extra outfielder; otherwise a starter is needed. A replacement 
for backup C John Flaherty must be found, and securing a pair of reliable 
veteran relievers is a necessity. The bullpen was the downfall of last year’s dis- 
mal team. ... Many things are expected to change under manager Lou 
Piniella. A decrease in walks issued should be one of them. Piniella has little 
patience for walks, and new pitching coach Chris Bosio shares those beliefs. 
Bosio wants pitchers to have confidence in their defense, which cuts down 
on walks, That is why finding a solid defensive shortstop with good range is 
so important. The pitching staff could drastically improve if one is found. 
Last season, the Rays issued 620 walks, second most in the A.L. ... Expect 
C Toby Hall to report to spring training in a much different frame of mind 
than last spring. With little major league experience, Hall was given the start- 
ing job last spring and didn’t handle it well. It finally took a trip to the 
minors to motivate him. Hall again will be the starter, but expect him to take 
a much different approach. —Chris Anderson 


The Rangers have until 
».¢ TEXAS RANGERS Saturday to decide whether to 


offer salary arbitration to C Ivan Rodriguez, which may be the 

team’s single-biggest financial decision of the offseason. If the 
Rangers don't offer him arbitration, he could walk away, giving the team no 
compensation after 12 seasons. The club is in a tight spot. It desperately needs 
catching since the only experienced catchers right now are Todd Greene and 
Femando Lunar, neither of whom is capable of being a full-time starter. If the: 
Rangers offer Rodriguez arbitration, it’s going to be tough to reduce the 
payroll because he likely will make $12 million to $14 million through 
arbitration. That could eliminate the team’s ability to make other offseason ~ 
moves. ... In the winter leagues, it was the same old story for struggling RHP 
Aaron Myette, who battled control problems in the majors. Myette walked 17 
in his first 24% innings in the Dominican Republic. Myette, RHP Rob Bell and 
LHP Doug Davis are out of options in 2003 and will fight for one or two spots 
on the staff. Myette walked 41 in 4814 major league innings in 2002. ... 
LHP Mario Ramos, however, rebounded from an awful year in the minors 
and pitched well for the Arizona Fall League champion. Ramos was 3-1 with 
a 3.92 ERA in nine starts. He walked just 12 and struck out 32. Ramos walked 
53 in 121 innings at Class AAA Oklahoma. —Evan Grant 


Recently acquired 
RHP Cory Lidle has a 

history of coming on strong in the second half. If that trend 

continues for the Jays’ No. 2 pitcher, the club very quickly 
could be buried too deep in the standings to contend. Over the past three 
seasons, Lidle is 5-15 with a 5.17 ERA before the All-Star break and 20-7 
with a 2.97 ERA after the break. He believes that a pep talk to himself solved 
the problem and got him to concentrate pitch-to-pitch, start-to-start. Lidle, 
30, was 5-0 with a 0.20 ERA in August and was named American League 
Pitcher of the Month. A ground-ball pitcher, Lidle also might have a prob- 
lem playing on the quick surface of the SkyDome with a group of mediocre 
infielders, led by 1B Carlos Delgado, who has no range to his right. ... With 
lefthanded situational relievers always at a premium, the performance of 
LHP Scott Wiggins in the Arizona Fall League opened some eyes and might 
force the Jays to either trade him or re-acquire him for the 40-man roster 
before the Rule 5 draft. Wiggins, 26, was 6-0 with a 2,53 ERA and five saves 
in 17 games with Grand Canyon in the Arizona Fall League. Acquired from 
the Yankees for OF Raul Mondesi, he was outrighted to Class AAA in early 
November. Lefty relievers currently on the roster are Jason Kershner and 
Doug Greek. ... Future Jays RF Gabe Gross showed he still has a lot of work 
to do before getting a shot at the majors. Gross, 22, batted .281 in the fall 
league, with three homers and 19 RBIs. He has a long power stroke that 
needs to be shortened for more plate control. That's how DH Josh Phelps 
adjusted, which gained him a promotion this year. —Richard Griffin 
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With the 
Larry Walker 
trade dead, the leverage moves to free-agent CF Steve Finley. 
The team could have passed on re-signing Finley if it had 
acquired Walker, moving Danny Bautista to centerfield. Although Finley 
could feel slighted by Arizona’s pursuit of Walker, he still has interest in 
returning. As of Thanksgiving, the two sides were about $6 million apart on 
a two-year deal. If a deal is made it will have to be done by Saturday, as that 
is the deadline for offering arbitration to free agents. ... Even if Finley signs, 
the team still will need help in the power department. Finley, 1B Erubiel 
Durazo (part of the attempted Walker deal and still likely to be traded), 

IF Greg Colbrunn (also a free agent) and C Damian Miller (traded to the 
Cubs) accounted for 62 of Arizona’s 165 home runs last season. —Ed Price 


The team has been reluctant 
to add a third year to its offer 
to LHP Mike Remlinger, a setup man who is 25-10 with a 
2.62 ERA in four seasons with the Braves. He is in serious 
negotiations with the Cubs and Diamondbacks. The Braves, who are 
preparing to lose Remlinger, have contacted the agent for LHP Mike 
Stanton, who pitched for Atlanta from 1989 until he was traded to the Red 
Sox in August 1995. Since joining the Yankees in 1997, Stanton has been 
one of the American League’s best setup men, going 30-12 with a 3.67 ERA 
in 428 games. ... The team added three pitchers—RHPs Matt Belisle and 
Bret Evert and LHP Chris Waters—and IF Adam LaRoche to its 40-man 
roster. ... Ralph Wheeler was appointed manager of the Class A Rome 
(Ga.) Braves. Wheeler, 47, has been the manager of Toronto’s Class AA 
affiliate in the Southern League for the last three seasons. —Bill Zack 


G.M. Jim Hendry promised to 

address the catching situation 
this offseason, and he hasn’t wasted any time. His first 
, = move was to obtain righthanded-hitting C Damian Miller 
from Arizona for two minor leaguers. Then, he obtained lefthanded-hitting 
C Paul Bako from the Brewers for a player to be determined. Already on 
the roster is switch-hitting C Todd Hundley, who has two seasons left on his 
four-year, $23.5 million contract. Hendry no doubt will try to trade 
Hundley, perhaps during the winter meetings. Hendry also has met with 
free-agent C Ivan Rodriguez and his agent. The Cubs likely will wait to see 
what the market bears for Rodriguez before making him any kind of big 
offer. If they land Rodriguez, they also could trade Miller or Bako. ... In 
addition to 1B Hee Seop Choi, who played well in the Arizona Fall League, 
the Cubs are getting good reports on SS Nate Frese and 3B David Kelton, 
who are playing winter ball in Mexico. Frese is playing well after being felled 
by a virus. Kelton was drafted in 1998 and is envisioned as the third base- 
man of the future. He is considered the best pure hitter in the system, but 
injuries and fielding problems put his future in question: Kelton is on the 
40-man roster, but he likely needs a full season in Class AAA. —Bruce Miles 


Reports that the team is 

entertaining offers for 
CF Ken Griffey Jr. indicate the organization’s high regard 
for OF Reggie Taylor. Taylor, a former first-round draft pick 
by the Phillies, was envisioned as a bench player last season, when he was 
acquired in spring training. He led the team last season with 11 pinch hits 
and made 55 starts, finishing with a .429 slugging percentage. Taylor’s raw 
speed makes him more of a natural leadoff hitter than 2B Todd Walker. 
Manager Bob Boone likes the thought of Taylor at the top of his batting 
order with Walker in a run-producing position. That’s why Taylor was sent 
to the Florida Instructional League to brush up on his bunting. But he won't 
start full time if the Reds can’t deal Griffey, who is proving difficult to deal. 
... Boone probably will be on the lookout for a lefthanded power threat off 
the bench—at least for the beginning of the season—while Russell Branyan 
recovers from arthroscopic shoulder surgery scheduled for this week. He 
likely will be sidelined at least four months. The team saw Branyan as a 
backup at first and third base and in left field. ... IF prospect Edwin 
Encamacion wasn't getting much out of his winter experience. He played in 
just two games for Aguilas in the Dominican league. —Mark Schmetzer 


TSNumber 


23 


Home runs in 2002 
by next season's 
projected starting 

infield for the 
Diamondbacks: 
1B Lyle Overbay, 
2B Junior Spivey, 
SS Tony Womack 
and 3B Craig 
Counsell. 


Combined 2002 RBIs 
by Braves 1Bs Julio 
Franco and Matt 
Franco. The Braves 
want more 
production. 


190 


Reds LF Adam 
Dunn's second-half 
batting average. He 

has much to prove in 
2003, especially 
early in the season. 


Number of new 
everyday starters the 
Rockies could field in 

2003. 1B Todd 

Helton is the only 
guaranteed holdover. 


1,130 


Strikeouts by Marlins 
hitters last season— 
one reason the team 
unloaded CF Preston 
Wilson, who 
accounted for 140. 


Starts by Dodgers 
RHP Kevin Brown 
the last two years. 
The team's chances. 
rest on his back— 
and elbow. 
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Manager Clint Hurdle 

has been asked to soothe 
lingering wounds with RF Larry Walker, who won't be 
offered to another team again this winter. Hurdle talked at 


V, 


‘length with Walker before Walker decided invoke his no-trade clause. 


Walker refused to defer money for the Diamondbacks in 2004 and 2005, 
questioning their long-term financial stability. ... Rebuffed in their 
attempts to deal Walker, the Rockies continue to explore trade possibilities 
involving LHP Denny Neagle. Using the Mike Hampton deal as a model, 
G.M. Dan O’Dowd is offering Neagle in a three-way deal in which all the 
parties would pick up a portion of the remaining $37.5 million on his con- 
tract. The Yankees remain interested as they look to jettison the unwanted 
contracts of OFs Rondell White and Raul Mondesi. ... Unable to acquire 3B 
Matt Williams, the Rockies may intensify their pursuit of IF Bill Mueller. He 
is intriguing because of his ability to play second and third. The Rockies 
don’t have a third baseman, and second base remains a question mark with 
Brett Butler and unproven Pablo Ozuna. —Troy E. Renck 


Brian Banks, a jack-of-all- 

trades journeyman, could 
provide the team something it sorely lacked in 2002: a spark 

: off the bench. The Marlins had just one pinch-hit home run 

last season. Banks, who has played every position but pitcher during a pro- 
fessional career that began in 1993 and includes a one-year stop in Japan, is 
among the Mexican winter league leaders in home runs (nine) and RBIs 
(32). Banks, 32, hit 19 home runs and batted .310 last season with Class 
AAA Calgary. ... Banks isn’t the only member of the Marlins’ organization 
enjoying a big winter. 3B Miguel Cabrera, 19, leads Aragua of the Venezuelan 
winter league with a .320 average and 21 RBIs. Cabrera likely will spend the 
2003 season at Class AA Carolina. ... RHP Josh Beckett is spending some of 
the winter trying to build a callus on his right middle finger. Beckett, who 
was expected to contend for Rookie of the Year honors last season, finished 
a disappointing 6-7 after three stints on the disabled list because he devel- 
oped a blister on the finger. —Clark Spencer 


| = 


The downward spiral of ~ 

CF Richard Hidalgo’s career 
continued when he was shot in an attempted car-jacking _ 
incident in Venezuela. The Astros flew him back to 
Houston for tests on the left forearm and found more damage than they 
were told he had. He likely will need surgery to repair nerve damage in the 
arm, but officials feel certain he will be ready to start spring training. With 
his large contract and poor play the last two seasons, the team appears 
stuck with him for the next two years. ... With RHP Woody Williams off 
the market, the team is turning its attention to RHP Chad Fox, who could 
help the bullpen if his rotator-cuff and elbow problems are behind him. ... 
OF Jason Lane played in 44 games for the Astros last season, but he’s still 
young, and the team was glad he was willing to go to Venezuela for further 
seasoning, He arrived a couple of weeks ago in Caracas and hit .239 with a 
double and two homers in eight games. The Astros just want him to get 
more at-bats, —Jim Carley 


It’s difficult for 
G.M. Dan Evans to 

make moves toward bolstering the bench or finding the 

best relief help before he knows how the lineup will be con- 
structed in 2003. One thing is certain, though, and that is the availability of 
2B Mark Grudzielanek and 1B Eric Karros. Evans offered both to nearly 
every team at the general managers’ meetings and will do the same at the 
winter meetings. His ability to trade one or both will influence whether the 
club goes after OF Cliff Floyd, who could play first base, or 2B Jeff Kent. ... 
Evans was unwilling to guarantee LHP Jesse Orosco a roster spot and 
money, so it is unlikely Evans will jump into the free-agent market for a sit- 
uational lefty. He'll fill that hole through a trade or by inviting lefthanders 
on minor league contracts to camp. ... LHP Kazuhisa Ishii, who was struck 
on the head by a line drive in September and did not pitch again, is show- 
ing no fear about getting back on the mound and has vowed to work even 
harder to be ready for this spring. ... OF Wilkin Ruan was successful on 35 
of 38 stolen-base attempts in the minor leagues last season, and the club 
hoped he would develop that talent playing winter ball in the Dominican 
Republic. He is expected to contend for a fifth outfielder spot this spring 
and could bring speed off the bench. But through the first month of the 
winter season Ruan had yet to steal a base. —Brian Dohn 
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| MILWAUKEE BREWERS tiieit0 ec 
Y yI WEE WH EW traded to the Cubs, 

|| Robert Machado has a shot at the’starting catcher job. Javier 
Valentin and Cody McKay have a chance to win roster spots, 
but Machado’ experience with the pitching staff should benefit him in the 
long run. ... In exchange for Bako, the Brewers were expected to acquire 
3B Ryan Gripp. He led all minor league third baseman with a .333 average in 
2000, but he hit just .227 in 2001 and .232 in ’02, both with Class AA West 
Tenn. His range and arm always have been questionable, and he averaged 
nearly 24 errors the last two seasons. But Gripp is eligible for the Rule 5 
draft, so the team will receive another player if Gripp is picked. ... It appears 
the team will enter spring training with three open rotation spots. RHP Ben 
Sheets and LHP Glendon Rusch are locked into spots, and RHP Nick 
Neugebauer will have a spot if he is healthy. If the Brewers don’t acquire 
another starter, five pitchers will battle for the two other slots. Among them 
is RHP Ruben Quevedo, who was sent to Class AAA in August after going 
6-11 with a 5.76 ERA. He currently is trying to drop weight to improve his 
chances of returning. LHPs Wayne Franklin and Mike Matthews and 
RHPs Ben Diggins and Matt Kinney are other options. —Emmett Prosser 


ONTREAL EXPO The Yankees’ interest in 
M u RHP Bartolo Colon appears 
serious, and the club would be hard-pressed to find a deal 
that would bring in as much as what New York has been 
Aare to be offering. Putting IF Nick Johnson at first base would allow 
Brad Wilkerson to remain in the outfield, where his defense is an asset, and 
CF Juan Rivera would be an upgrade over Endy Chavez. The team should pay 
careful attention to medical reports on Johnson's wrist troubles. The clubs 
have a history of questionable medical tactics in dealing with each other. The 
most recent instance concerning failed physicals on both sides is an aborted 
deal for Ugueth Urbina in 2001. ... RHP Britt Reames continues to flounder. ° 
After finding his form during a stint at Class AAA last season, he fell off track 
in the majors and finished 1-4 with a 5.03 ERA in 42 games. He now is strug- 
gling in Dominican winter ball. In his first 1814 innings, Reames gave up nine 
walks while recording eight strikeouts. —Stephanie Myles 


NEW YORK METS With free-agent LHP Tom 
HWE Oe 8 ee AWE b Glavine still uncertain of his 
2003 address, the Mets must consider other plans. They need 
tes a top-of-the-rotation pitcher and might have to seriously 
consider RHP Greg Maddux’s asking price, which is higher than Glavine’s. 
The acquisition of Expos RHP Bartolo Colon is a long shot because the Mets 
probably would have to accept 3B Fernando Tatis in the deal. They also 
might have to part with their top prospect, SS Jose Reyes, in a deal, which 
they would be loathe to do. LHP Denny Neagle interests the Mets only as a 
No. 4 starter, and a deal could be done only if the Rockies ate some of the 
$37 million he’s owed. Colorado also would have to take OF Jeromy Bumnitz, 
due to make $11.5 million in 2003. ... If 3B Ty Wigginton continues his 
power show in Dominican winter ball, he might become a serious candidate 
to replace Edgardo Alfonzo. In his first 119 at-bats, Wigginton had eight 
home runs and 19 RBIs. ... Manager Art Howe returned a favor in naming 
former Cubs skipper Don Baylor bench coach. As the Rockies’ manager, 
Baylor chose Howe to be his bench coach in 1995, two seasons after Howe 
was fired as Astros manager, Colorado made its only playoff appearance that 
year, and Howe was hired as the A’s manager in 1996. —Pete Caldera 
Manager Larry 


ie P E PH P | Bowa plans to 


od ee take advantage of new 3B David Bell’s prowess as a contact 
hitter (80 strikeouts in 552 at-bats last season) by batting 
him sixth or seventh. Bell had a .317 average with runners in scoring posi- 
tion in 2002, and he should have a lot of opportunities to drive in runs 
behind LF Pat Burrell, Bell also should act as a buffer between Bowa and the 
players; he gained experience as a clubhouse leader in Seattle and San 
Francisco. ... With the team waiting on word from free-agent LHP Tom 
Glavine, the fallback plan to add a starting pitcher not only includes Mariners 
LHP Jamie Moyer but a possible trade proposal for Expos RHP Bartolo 
Colon. ... Because RF Bobby Abreu has posted a .400-plus on-base percent- 
age in four of the last five seasons, the team will contemplate moving him 
from his customary No. 3 spot in the lineup to leadoff. Abreu’s career-high 
31 home runs in 2001 may have been an aberration from a power stand- 
point, but his N.E.-leading 50 doubles in '02 probably were not. He also has 
drawn at least 100 walks in each of the last four seasons. —Chris Edwards 


Number of homers 
by the 14 Expos who 
started at first base 
or in left field in 
2002. A power 
upgrade is needed. 


244 


The Pirates’ team 
batting average, 
worst in the N.L. 
They've switched 
hitting coaches, 

hiring Gerald Perry 
from Seattle. The 

Teal issue? Getting 

better hitters. 


Number of points 
Mets C Mike Piazza 
lost off his batting 
average last season 
to finish at .280, 
ending a string of 
nine seasons of .300 
or better. More than 
ever, he needs 
competent help. 


Groundouts Padres 
RHP Brian Lawrence 
induced last year. 


‘That led the N.L. and 


suggests he'll 
improve on his 
12-12 record. 


RBIs ih 2002 by 


3B David Bell, 28 Jeff 


Kent and RF | Reggie 
Sanders. Bell's gone 
alres ht 


JOHN CORDES FOR TSN 


4 PITTSBURGH PIRATES ccpreents denn 


upgrade at a position that was one of the team’s top priori- 
eA ties. Ata minimum, he is a lefthanded-hitting platoon part- 
ner for Kevin Young or Craig Wilson. There are questions about Simon's 


_ defense, but the team is willing to sacrifice Young’s smooth glove to get 
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offense from a traditional power position. Manager Lloyd McClendon projects 
Simon as a No. 5 hitter, behind LF Brian Giles and 3B Aramis Ramirez. That 
would give the Pirates a chance to cluster three legitimate power threats, an 
option they haven't had for a while. ... McClendon says Young is not out of 
the picture. The truth is, the veteran’s contract is up after next season, and 
he’s on the way out. He has had several disappointing offensive seasons—he 
hit just .246 in 2002—and there's no reason to expect a turnaround at this 
stage of his career. He will help-fill the first-base role while the Pirates eye the 
development of prospect Carlos Rivera. ... The team seems willing to give 
Rob Mackowiak significant playing time in center field if a better alternative 
isn't found. Mackowiak needs to cut down on his strikeouts to have a better 
chance of winning a starting job outright. —John Mehno 

Signing RHP Woody 


ST. LOUIS CARDINALS wir os two 


year, $14.9 million contract gives the rotation at least a sem- 

blance of form. Williams projects as the No. 2 starter behind 
RHP Matt Morris. RHP Jason Simontacchi is the only other starter from 
2002 under contract. The team has offered a contract to another of its free- 
agent starters, RHP Jamey Wright, but is less optimistic about retaining vet- 
eran LHP Chuck Finley. Finley is seeking a multiyear deal, something the 
team is resisting because he is 40. ... The team still is interested in free-agent 
Ps Shawn Estes and Paul Byrd and has initiated trade discussions with sever- 
al teams, including the Giants (for RHPs Livan Hernandez and Russ Ortiz) 
and Expos (for RHP Bartolo Colon). ... Unless he is traded first, RF J.D. Drew 
is expected to undergo intensive swing therapy in spring training. With an 
ailing right knee forcing him to change his mechanics, Drew became exclu- 
sively a pull hitter whose power eroded after July. Though October knee sur- 
gery may prevent him from returning to an everyday role until next May, the 
Cardinals hope he can re-establish himself as the line-drive hitter whose on- 
base and slugging percentages were better than those of LF Albert Pujols in 
2001. ... The team still needs a backup for C Mike Matheny. The only othe? 
catcher on the 40-man roster is Eli Marrero, who has expressed a distaste for 
the role and who flourished last season as an outfielder. —Joe Strauss 

R The club needs a second 


$ DIEGO baseman and views Braves 


2B Marcus Giles as an attractive trade candidate. But one 

2 Padre who interests the Braves, RHP Brett Tomko, won't be 
a ft if they re-sign LHP Tom Glavine or RHP Greg Maddux. ... G.M. Kevin 
Towers says RHP Francisco Cordova still has a “heavy”: sinker that will 
allow him to challenge for a rotation spot, provided he has no setbacks in 
his surgically repaired elbow. ... The team decided to trade OF Gene 
Kingsale to the Tigers after it failed to find a taker for OF Bubba Trammell. 
The Padres deemed it important to free playing time for Trammell, who 
hit just .247 last season and needs to get back on track to bring value to his 
multiyear contract. —Tom Krasovic 

Should free- 


Cl agent 2B Jeff 
Kent sign elsewhere, the Giants will lose a perennial 100-RBI 
man. Their hope is SS Rich Aurilia would replace some of 
those RBIs by improving upon his effort in. 2002, when he hit 15 homers and 
drove in 61 runs ina season marred by an elbow injury. A year earlier, Aurilia 
hit 37 homers with 97 RBls. ... With David Bell gone, the team says Pedro 
Feliz and Ramon Martinez could play third. But don’t bet on either being the 
opening day starter. G.M. Brian Sabean will work overtime to find a more 
seasoned, proven replacement for the position. The free-agent pickings, how- 
ever, are slim, The team has no interest in Edgardo Alfonzo, though Robin 
Ventura could be a possibility. A trade for someone such as the Royals’ Joe 
Randa is a more likely option. ... After six seasons as hitting coach, Gene 
Clines joined Dusty Baker's coaching staff with the Cubs. He has been 
replaced by Joe Lefebvre. The Giants hit well during Clines’ tenure, but the 
change could prove beneficial for underperforming hitters such as Feliz, 
1B J.T. Snow and OF Marvin Benard. Clines was a knowledgeable and hard- 
working coach, but some players stopped responding to what he was teach- 
ing—a natural response after so many years together. —Henry Schulman 
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Don’t count out the Evil Genius 


here’s a mysterious, entranc-’ ff 
ing rhythm to the coded lan- 
guage of football plays, such 
as those printed in grease 
pencil on a wall board in the 
Redskins’ locker room under 
the heading “Runs”: 

F-16-17 Base Over 

14-15 Lead draw-over 

16 Wham pitch at 9-Duke Rt Zip 

16-17 “O” Far 

CTR T B-Trips Near 

35-34 Base B-Trips 

19-18 Train Devil Over Close Zip 

On the day those plays were listed on 
the board, the Redskins scored three 
touchdowns, all on runs, and defeated 
a team that had played in two of the 
last three Super Bowls and came to 
Washington on a five-game winning 
streak. f > 

Good work, eh? Oy 

Until you think about it. 

Mysterious and entrancing the 
codes are. Successful the Redskins 
were. But, look. Let’s say the NFL decided tomorrow to create a new rule. 
Call it the Lombardi/Hayes Mastodons Galore Principle. Teams must run 
twice as often as they pass. The result would be that anyone with half a brain 
would turn away from football to the greater excitement of, say, hairball dis- 
assembly. 

Right-thinking people believe the game is tolerable only when the ball is 
in the air (and Warren Sapp is duct-taped to a steam pipe). So there is'good 
news out of Washington. Steve Spurrier, who lives to pass the football, will 
win in the NFL; and he'll win big, and he'll do it throwing so many passes 
the sun will disappear behind clouds of pigskin. 

Granted, that’s not happening in Spurrier’s first year. Best the Redskins 
can do, it appears, is win three of their last four to be 8-8. Marty 
Schottenheimer’s 8-8 season got him fired by Dan Snyder. For reasons best 
understood by other egomaniacal prodigies, Snyder dumped 
Schottenheimer at least partly so he, the boy owner, also could be his own 
general manager. This despite the truth that the G.M’’s job puts him in 
competition with men who have 40 years experience to his, oh, 40 minutes. 

(To Snyder’s credit, he made a run at bringing out of retirement one of 
the NFL's best G.M.s ever, Bobby Beathard, who built the Redskins dynasty 
of 20 years ago. To Snyder’s discredit, he botched the hiring. And so—no 
surprise—Snyder decided he’d do the job.) 

Spurrier’s work this year has bewildered some observers. After a Week 9 
victory at Seattle, achieved by the Schottenheimer/mastodon score of 14-3, 
Spurrier almost was despondent. “It was the NEL, on the road, a win. a 
Washington sportswriter says. “I get the feeling he'd rather get 500 yards 
passing and lose, 50-47, than win, 14-3” 


Spurrier has lost his zest during the Redskins’ 5-7 start, but if 
Snyder hires a competent G.M., the Superior of old should return. 


Spurrier, famously an offensive guy, 
hasn't always had the names of 
Redskins defenders on his tongue. Nor 
has there been convincing evidence of 
film study. “The Redskins have gone 
from Schottenheimer’s micromanag- 
ing to this,’ the Washington scribe 
says. “It’s like going from Jimmy 
Carter to Ronald Reagan.” 

One longtime friend/observer 
notices a new, and not welcome, look 
to Spurrier. Buddy Martin, a Florida 
newspaperman, says, “Early in the 
season, you could read every emotion 
on his face, just like in his time here. 
But the last five or six weeks, he 
seems to have made a conscious deci- 
sion not to show what he’s feeling. 
The Tom Landry stone-face look. Like 
he’s lost his joie de vivre.” 

Once Steve Superior, Evil Genius, he 
now is Spurrier stuttering, even knock- 
ing his own play-calling. Losing does: 
that to a guy, and maybe the stress of 
learning new tricks does it as well. _ 

“T think Steve thought he could win with any quarterback,” Martin says. 
Which explains Danny Wuerffel’s presence with the Redskins. A Heisman 
Trophy winner under Spurrier at Florida, Wuerffel has been adequate for 
the Redskins. Adequate appears to be the outer limit of his talent, however, 
and that seldom is good enough to win big in the NEL. 

Still, when Spurrier talks about Wuerffel, it’s clear he continues to see 
more than most critics do: “This kid won a state high school championship 
at the highest level in Florida, and he won four SECs and a national cham- 
pionship. You don’t do that without a good brain. And he’s a good 
Christian guy. He’s got a lot of angels on his team. Good things happen to 
Danny and others around him.” 

Angels? In the NFL? Gimme Donovan McNabb. 

“What Steve's learned is that he can’t outscheme NFL teams,” Martin says. 
He's learning his wide receivers can’t get the separation they did at Florida. He’s 
learning that all the things that worked at Florida don’t translate to the NEL. 

“But I can tell you this: Losing is eating his guts out. He wants to win, 
terrible. And he'll figure it out. He will figure it out.” 

It'll help if Dan Snyder also figures it out. The Redskins owner needs to 
do what Ted Turner and George Steinbrenner finally did. Those egomaniacs 
did the most difficult thing in their careers: They admitted failure. Only 
after they hired smart people to implement their big ideas did they get to 
hold up the big trophies. 

Bottom line: If Steve Spurrier can beat a Super Bowl team while running 
19-18 Train Devil Over Close Zip, give him a real general manager who 
delivers competent personnel, and he once again will be Steve Superior, Evil 
Genius. TSN 


NICK WASS / AP 
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, | don’t get in their face. | get in their hearts. 


These values are at the Army's core. In order for me to teach them to new recruits 


| AM AN ARMY OF ONE. And there are 1,045,690 others just like me. 


$86, Calvin Garrett. Drill Instructor. AN ARMY OF ON 


E™ In the United States Army. 
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With Swiss and hickory-smoked | 


‘ A geste . eet Do eee C= EN BS 
Chicken Bacon Swiss and Bacon Swiss Cheeseburger. 


bacon, whichever you choose, it’s a classic win/win situation 


